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PREFACE 


In preparing this new edition of Bjzantine An, which was first published 
by the Oxford University Press in 193^, the original arrangement has 
been followed in general outline. The book has, however, been 
brought up to date to include recent discoveries and conclusions, and 
the chapters on mosaics and paintings have been almost completely 
rewritten, in order to stress the importance of what may best be 
termed the twelfth-century renaissance in B)T:antine art, the very 
existence of which was hardly realized a quarter of a century ago. An 
effort has, in addition, been made to provide a continuous narrative, 
and to avoid the form of a handbook intended primarily for consulta- 
tion. The bibliographies at the close of each chapter have again been 
brought up to date, though they have at the same time also been some- 
what simplified; the aim has been to indicate more general works, 
rather than to refer to specialized articles or basic source books : but 
where important books and articles of this nature have appeared since 
the publication of the great manuals on Byzantine art, reference to 
them has been made in footnotes. The book, in its new form, has thus 
been designed primarily for the more general reader. But in view of 
the references to recent discoveries and ideas, it is hoped that it may 
also prove of use to the more specialized student. 

D. TALBOT RICE 

Edinburgh, 19^3 
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It has not been possible to make any major changes in this re-issue of 
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notably with regard to the earlier ivories, silver, and textiles, have 
been brought into line with the conclusions of recent research. Some 
changes have also been made with regard to the illustrations, and a few 
new ones have been added. 
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Edinburgh, 1962 




CHAPTER I 


BYZANTIUM: THE HISTORICAL 
BACKGROUND 

Byzantium, in the narrowest sense of the word, is no more 
than the ancient name of the Greek city-state which was 
founded at the junction of the Golden Horn and the Sea of 
Marmara in the eighth century b.c. The state survived until the 
year a.d. 330, when Constantine selected the site for the 
capital of the Christian world, in succession to pagan Rome. 
The new capital was called after its founder, but the old name 
has been retained by scholars to describe the Christian culture 
which was subsequently developed, and it now usually serves 
as a general term to designate all that was done and produced 
in the Byzantine empire as a whole between 330 and the arrival 
of the Turks at the middle of the fifteenth century. Not all 
writers, however, agree as to its exact connotation. Thus 
Peirce and Tyler, in their books, use the term Byzantine to 
describe the works of the earlier centuries only, and regard 
anything subsequent to the thirteenth century as hardly worthy 
of the name, while modem Greek and Russian scholars stress 
the significance of all that was done after the ninth century, and 
hardly accept anything earlier than the sixth century as truly 
Byzantine. And in addition to these restrictions as to time, 
there are others as to place. Some scholars thus restrict the 
term to the art products of Constantinople and of such regions 
as were in close contact with the capital, while others use it 
more loosely, to describe works produced in Italy on the one 
hand or in Syria or even Armenia on the other. Such loose use 
of the term however only creates confusion, and a definite dis- 
tinction must be made in early times between the products of 
Syria and Armenia, and even perhaps of Anatolia, on the one 
hand, and those of Constantinople and the associated areas on 
the other. 

As far as date is concerned, it is probably best to restrict the 
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term Byzantine to describe works of a distinctive type, where- 
in a fusion of the classical and oriental styles has already taken 
place ; in some cases such a fusion was complete by the fourth 
or fifth century, in others not until the sixth or seventh. 
Indeed, it was this fusion that was the very essence of the 
Byzantine, elements from Rome, from the Hellenistic world, 
and from the East being welded together and tempered by the 
directing influence of the new Christian faith. From the sixth 
century onward the new art reigned supreme in the region of 
Constantinople, and its influence was spread very far afield thanks 
to the dominating role of the capital. As long as Byzantine 
rule lasted, the art flourished. Sometimes there were long 
periods of conser\’ative production during which little was 
done that was new or experimental; sometimes there were 
periods of more rapid progress; but in general the age was 
quite definitely not one of prolonged decline and decadence 
such as Gibbon described. Indeed, modem research has shown 
that there were a number of revivals, each a Renaissance on its 
own, which gave new life and spirit to art; each of them was, 
in its own way, no less experimental than the great Renaissance 
in Italy which we know better, which took place after the 
Byzantine empire had come to an end. It may thus be confi- 
dently stated that there was a Renaissance at the end of the 
ninth century, marked not only by a turning back to the models 
of the Classical world but also by the birth of a new spirit of 
adventure and experiment. There was a similar Renaissance in 
the twelfth century, coincident with the birth of the new art 
in the West which we know as Romanesque, and there was a 
third Renaissance in the fourteenth centuiy, which took place 
quite independently of what was being done in Italy. And even 
after the fall of Greece, the Balkans, and Constantinople itself 
to the Turks around 1450 , Byzantine art persisted, and even 
if it ceased to be a great style, some very delightful work in the 
old manner still continued to be produced by the subject 
peoples of the Balkans. La Russia, which retained its indepen- 
dence, art of an essentially Byzantine type survived until the 
reforms of Peter the Great in the late seventeenth century 
brought in new ideas from the West. The story of Russian art^ 
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indeed, really constitutes the last chapter in that of the 
Byzantine. 

The exact nature of By^ntine art can really be only properly 
appreciated when the art itself has been fully examined; it 
can be more easily defined at the conclusion of a book on the 
subject than at the outset. In general, however, it may be 
understood to include all the work produced in the area which 
was ruled over by the Byzantine Emperors when once the 
fusion of Classical and Eastern elements had been brought about 
by the governing action of Christianity. The fusion was gradxial. 
In the fifth century it was achieved in individual instances only. 
By the sixth it had progressed further, and it was wellnigh 
completed by the middle of the century as the result of the 
encouragement of Justinian ( 5 ^ 7 — perhaps the greatest 
individual patron in the whole story of art. The climax of the 
new style was reached in his great cathedral of Sancta Sophia, 
which was to become not only the principal church of Christi- 
anity, but also the very centre of the cultured universe. It has 
survived to this day, though it was converted to the service of 
Islam soon after the Turkish conquest of Constantinople (14^3). 
It is still not only the greatest monument of Byzantine art, but 
perhaps also the greatest monument of Christian art. Justinian, 
when he entered it, on its completion, exclaimed in awe, 

* Glory be to God, who has found me worthy to finish so great 
a work, and to excel thee, O Solomon’. Solomon’s temple has 
not survived. But no other faith, no other benefactor, has ever 
been responsible for a structure that can in beauty, in spatial 
conception, or in its religious atmosphere, surpass the Church 
of the Holy Wisdom at Constantinople, But like the Faith to* 
which it was dedicated, Sancta Sophia is not very easy of com- 
prehension ; it does not attract through superficial charm ; it is. 
not picturesque ; it does not at first sight overawe by vastness 
of proportions. Only when one knows it intimately does one 
begin to appreciate its true character; only when one takes 
into accoimt every balancing curve does one begin to appre- 
ciate the subtlety of its architecture ; only when one has stood 
in its galleries for a considerable time does one begin to 
appreciate the immensity of the space that it encloses. If it does 
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not attract at first, the building lingers in the memory, and its 
appeal is infinite and eternal. In this search for infinity lies the 
great distinction between Sancta Sophia and the Parthenon, 
between Byzantine and Classical architecture. The Parthenon 
represents the apex of finite perfection. Like all Byzantine art, 
Sancta Sophia has something indefinite, something unrealizable 
about it; it seeks for the infinite rather than the finite. It is 
perhaps this characteristic above any other that constitutes 
the hallmark of B^^antine art, and it is that rather indefinite 
quality that it will be my aim to try to express and describe in 
the course of this book. 

It w'as, then, to the old Byzantium that Constantine trans- 
ferred the seat of the Imperial court and government in 330. 
He did this in much the same way that the Turks transferred 
the capital to Ankara shortly after the First World War and 
adopted an entirely new policy of judicious Westernization. 
And just as Ankara, a typically Turkish hill town in the middle 
of Anatolia, sensed as an ideal centre for the development of a 
national policy, so was Constantinople in the fourth century an 
ideal capital for an empire which comprised within its bounds 
most of the civilized Nearer East, which took as its religion a 
faith which was at that date more firmly established in Syria 
and Asia Minor than it was in Italy or the West, and which, in 
the spheres of economics and politics, was more closely con- 
cerned with Arabia and Persia than with the West. 

Together with the Imperial court and the paraphernalia of 
Government, the imperial art of Rome was brought to the new 
capital, and during the next 200 years this art was developed 
and transformed to suit the demands of the changing conditions 
and of a refounded state. The manners and customs of Rome 
were, indeed, on the whole more to the fore than those of 
Greece or the Hellenistic world. Latin was still retained as 
the language of officialdom, though Greek was the tongue of 
the street. Constructions in massive stonework of Roman type 
were used in architecture. Portrait statues were set up as in 
Rome, and ivory carvings and metal work remained closely 
akin to what had been done in Rome. Roman law and Roman 
statecraft dominated the scene. The city of Rome itself 
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remained wellnigh as important as in the previous age,^ and it 
was definitely more influential than the great Hellenistic cities 
of the eastern coastlands of the Mediterranean with Alexandria 
and Antioch foremost among them. Athens, though still a 
centre of philosophical study and thought, had ceased to be of 
any direct importance. The age which extended roughly from 
the time of Constantine to that of Anastasius I (d. £i8) was 
thus predominantly Roman. Art and culture were not at this 
time Byzantine, though it was during these two centuries that 
the great fusion that was to produce Byzantine art was begin- 
ning to take place. 

The most important personality of this age was probably 
Theodosios I, the Great {^79-9 £), an administrator of ability, 
and a builder who did much to improve the capital. It was 
during his reign that the Olympic games were held at Con- 
stantinople (393), a number of antique monuments being 
brought to adorn the capital in honour of the occasion; they 
remained there as part of its permanent decoration. Under his 
successor Arcadius there was a renewal of friendly relations 
with Sasanian Persia, for the Emperor appointed the Sasanian 
king Yasdegird I as the guardian of his successor Theodosios 
This probably indicated artistic links with the East at the same 
time. The rule of Arcadius was enlightened ; a university was 
established at Constantinople in 425:, teaching being conducted 
both in Latin and in Greek; new walls were built for the 
protection of the city,® and other important buildings were 
founded. Slightly later, imder Zeno (474-91) th& most out- 
standing event was probably a squabble between the eccle- 
siastical authorities in Rome and Constantinople, the first signs 
of a dispute which was to rack Christendom for many centuries 
to come, and which was finally to result in the separation of 
the western or Roman from the eastern or Orthodox churches. 
It was during the reign of the same emperor that the Bulgars, 
who in later days played so important a part in Byzantine 

1 . She had her own separate Emperors, who ruled conjointly with those of 
the East, till 480. 

2. Vasiliev, Histoire de V Empire Byzantin, l, p. 222. 

3. Rome fell to the Goths in 410, and tins warning of the growth of bar- 
barian power was taken in Constantinople. 
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history, first established themselves in the Balkans, The age was 
brought to a close with the death of Anastasius I in 8 . 

The second main period of Byzantine history, and the first 
age of purely B}’Yantine art, opened with the accession of 
Justin I, who founded a new dynasty in the same year. The first 
period had in Constantinople been one of formation, in Italy 
one of decline, during which the Goths harried the country- 
side and looted the towns. Now a return of prosperity came to 
the West, but it came to a great extent as the result of the 
progress made at Constantinople. Some 200 years earlier 
Byzantium had been no more than the child of Italy. Now the 
role was reversed, the new capital had become the supreme 
centre of civilization, and it was from Constantinople that there 
emanated the power that could set her tottering parent on a 
sure footing. The role of Italy as a major creative influence in 
art and culture had come to an end almost with the age of 
Constantine, and in reality it was not so much the old heritage 
of Rome as the inspiration of Constantinople that was respon- 
sible for the superb buildings and mosaics set up in Rome and 
Ravenna during the fifth and sixth centuries. The very fact 
that the principal building form remained the timber-roofed 
basilica in both these cities is proof of this. However important 
the role of Rome may have been in developing the use of vault, 
arch, and dome in imperial days, the initiative had passed from 
Italy by the fifth centuiy, and it was in Asia Minor and Con- 
stantinople that the vaulted basilica and the domed structure 
saw their full development as Christian buildings. 

In the military and political spheres the age of Justinian 
(S^y-^S) 'was a renoarkably prosperous one. Italy, Dalmatia, and 
Sicily, tdcen by the Goths in the first age, were all restored to 
the Empire by 5-5-4; north Africa was conquered, and in 
Justinian founded a province in what is now Andalusia, which 
remained under the control of Constantinople for the next 
seventy years.^ In the East the Persians were driven out of Asia 
Minor, and the bounds of the Empire were established as 

1 . Gaul and the north were already under Fr an kish control, and it was in 
this period that thqr began to grow up as important centres of an independent 
culture. 
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widely as they had ever been in the days of Imperial Rome (see 
Map i). In the cultural sphere success w^s even more marked; 
the code of Justinian was brought into force, and it has ever 
since remained one of the world’s most famous legal systems ; 
Sancta Sophia was erected as the Cathedral of Christendom, and 
it has ever since remained one of the world’s most important 
buildings ; an essentially Byzantine architectural style was estab- 
lished, and a great deal was done both in the way of secular and 
religious construction; the first purely Byzantine mosaic 
decorations were set up, not only in Constantinople, but over 
the whole sphere of the Empire, from Sinai to Italy; they remain 
among the finest ever executed. Trade flourished, and em- 
braced an amazingly wide field; long journeys of exploration 
were undertaken — the account of one of them, that of Cosmas 
Indicopleustes, who navigated to India, has since come to be 
recognized as one of the most important literary products of 
the age ^ ; the age was one of exploration and adventure in every 
sphere. All the resources of a seemingly limitless treasury were, 
in fact, expended on this expansion, on the development of 
the Empire, and on the adornment of Christian shrines and 
imperial palaces in the capital and principal cities. 

The brilliance and the vast expenditure of Justinian’s day 
left a difficult situation to his successors. It was a task beyond 
the abilities of most of them, and it was made even more diffi- 
cult by the rising power and energy of the Lombards and 
Franks in the West and of the Sasanian Persians, and later of 
the Arabs, in the East. In 570 the Lombards invaded Italy; soon 
after Slavs began to penetrate into the Balkans and Greece, and 
the physical type of many of the inhabitants of Greece to-day 
serves as proof of the depths to which this penetration reached. 
In 6 n the Persians conquered Syria and took the True Cross 
away with them to Ctesiphon. These losses were soon after- 
wards made good to a greater or lesser extent, and Heraclius, 
founder of the Heraclean dynasty (610-717), not only defeated 
the Goths in 626, but also reconquered all the territories that 
had been lost in the East. A more serious foe, however, soon 

I . It was at this date that the cultivation of silk was introduced from the 
East; see p. 197. 
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nullified his victories, for the Arabs, spurred on by the militant 
faith of Islam, conquered first the Persians and then the Byzan- 
tine provinces of Syria, Palestine, and Egypt. The first Islamic 
capital was established at Damascus in 634.^ 

About a century later the dynasty which had supported all 
these reverses bravely, if not gloriously, came to an end, and 
with the death of Theodosios III in 717 an age which was one 
of the most eventful of all Byzantine hdstoiy was brought to a 
close. It is an age which is probably most familiar through its 
wars ; in the sphere of culture and art it is less clearly distin- 
guished from ^t of Justinian. Yet craftsmen and artists of the 
very first rank were still to be found, and the superb mosaics 
in St Demetrius at Salonica, in the Dome of the Rock at 
Jerusalem and in the Great Mosque at Damascus, though in 
the two latter cases executed for Islamic patrons, may be 
classed as Byzantine monuments, attesting the importance of 
the age in the world of art. 

For the next century and a half the Empire was under the 
control first of the Isaurian, then of the Amorian, dynasties. 
It was a period of considerable interest in religious history, for 
the rulers of these dynasties forbad the inclusion of any figural 
works of art in the decoration of churches, and from 726 until 
843 mosaics and paintings, anyhow in the capital, were 
restricted to formal compositions or symbols like the cross. ^ 
Numerous earlier monuments which depicted Christ, the 
Virgin, saints, or religious scenes were destroyed, while any 
new church decoration was strictly confined to non-repre- 
sentational subject matter. In secular art, on the other hand, 
representation of the human form was still permitted, and it 
has been suggested that artists who would normally have worked 
for the church turned rather to secular work, in any case at the 
beginning of the period, and that what they did in the decora- 

1 . The first Islamic dynasty, the Omayyad, ruled at Damascus till 749, when 
a new house, the Abbasid, transferred the capital to Baghdad. Omayyad art 
and culture centred in Syria, and was in the maiTi of Byzantine type, whereas 
those of the Abbaslds were essentially Persian in character. 

2 . The iconoclast doctrine, supported by the court and the army, was most 
strictly enforced at Constantinople. In more distant places, and more esped- 
afly in monastic circles, it was never generally accepted. 



Byzantium: The Historical Background 23 

tion of houses and palaces played an important part in keeping 
alive the old Hellenistic and Classical traditions. There is, how- 
ever, little evidence to support this theory. It would seem, 
rather, that many of the artists fled to the West, where they 
were employed on paintings and mosaics at Rome and else- 
where, and that the rebirth of the Hellenistic spirit after the 
close of iconoclasm was due to a conscious revival of the 
old themes and ideas, rather than to the feet that they had 
been kept alive in secular art in the intermediate period. There 
is, in fact, little evidence to show that secular art was any more 
important during the iconoclast age than was religious art. The 
emperors of the period came from the East; their tastes were 
austere, their outlook narrow, and if they proscribed art in 
one sphere, there is every reason to believe that they failed 
equally to sponsor it in the other. 

The ideas directly xanderlying the iconoclast movement have 
been variously interpreted by different authorities. Some re- 
gard the movement as directed primarily against the growing 
power of the monasteries, an attempt at a general dissolution 
of the monasteries being screened imder a popular cry of 
artistic impropriety. Others, most notably Brehier, distin- 
guish two main aspects of the movement, the question of image 
worship, which had undoubtedly become a danger owing to 
the tremendous reverence accorded to the painted representa- 
tion of the divine or saintly form, and that of the legitimacy of 
religious art, which had been brought to the fore by the 
teaching of Islam. According to an old eastern legend, which 
had been adopted by Islam, the artist would be required to 
give life at the day of judgement to the figures he had painted 
on earth, and it is likely that this idea had penetrated to the 
Byzantine world at this time along with a good many other 
eastern ideas. Indeed, perhaps the most important characteris- 
tic of the movement, from the point of view of art, is its 
eastern character, the iconoclast emperors all being of eastern 
origin, while the army, on which they depended for support, 
was principally drawn from the eastern provinces. When we 
remember the purely non-representational character which the 
religious art of Islam assumed at much the same period, the 
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strength of the movement in the Byzantine world need hardly 
surprise us, and there seems every reason to attribute it to an 
underlying feeling which was both powerful and universal all 
over Hither Asia at the time. 

In the political sphere the early days of Isaurian rule were 
marked by wars with the Arabs. In 718 Leo III succeeded in 
driving them out of Asia Minor - even from the very walls of 
Constantinople - and though frontier skirmishes continued, 
the Moslems were left powerless to undertake any very serious 
attack for a century or more. Soon after the commencement 
of Amorian rule (820), however, these skirmishes began to 
assume a more imposing character, and the attacks of the 
Arabs met with some success, especially at sea. In the reign of 
Michael II (820-9) the B)rzantines thus lost Crete, and Sicily 
fell soon after. Nearer home the most serious threat was from 
a different source, for the Slavs moved against Byzantium, and 
in 8 1 3 the Bulgar king Krum penetrated right to the walls of 
Constantinople. But his successor concluded a thirty years ^ 
peace, and in 864 Boris, king of the Bulgars was baptized, and 
Christianity became the official religion of his country. More 
formidable than the Bulgars, however, were the Slavs of Russia, 
who made a first advance in 860. Yet here again Christianity 
triumphed, and slightly more than a hundred years later the 
Orthodox faith was adopted as the state religion by Vladimir, 
and Kiev became one of the most important outposts of Byzan- 
tine art and culture. Until the revolution of 1917, religious 
art in Russia remained faithful to the Byzantine tradition, and 
even to-day, in spite of the absence of political support, the 
Byzantine heritage still lives. 

This age, which saw such wide-sweeping events along the 
eastern fringes of the Mediterranean and in the area to the 
north, experienced wellnigh equally important developments 
in the West. Most important was the rise of a new culture in 
northern France and western Germany, the Carolingian, 
marked by the coronation at Rqme of Charlemagne as Emperor 
of the West in 800. Though at a later age this event became 
clearly marked as a breaking point in the histoiy of the western 
world as a whole, its effect at the time was probably not very 
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considerable, and it no doubt left the trend of life and thought 
at Constantinople but little affected. In the political sphere the 
Empire had been set on a sure basis by the strategical skill of 
the Isaurian rulers ; in the realm of art the West was to look 
to the East, rather than vice versa, and for many years to come 
France, Germany, and even Italy were to borrow from Byzan- 
tium, even if their rulers were independent and their Bishops 
accepted allegiance to Rome rather than to the Patriarch at 
Constantinople. 

The period from the end of iconoclasm (843) imtil the Latin 
conquest of Constantinople (i 204) may, from the point of view 
of the history of art, be regarded as a single unit, for though 
there was naturally a vast deal of change and evolution in these 
360 years, the period was marked by no sudden variation. It is 
usually known as the Second Golden Age, though some 
authorities prefer to restrict this term to the later ninth, the 
tenth, and the eleventh centuries only. Historically however 
the age may be subdivided into two main periods, those of the 
Macedonian dynasty (867-105*6) and the Conmene dynasty 
(1081-1185). The whole age was one of considerable internal 
prosperity. Vast riches were at the disposal of the rulers ; life 
was lived at a level of high luxury; palaces were built and 
decorated with the finest materials; churches were endowed 
with the richest of treasures. The most superb textiles, the 
most delicately carved ivories, the finest enamels, the most 
sumptuous metal- work, the brightest and most exquisite 
mosaics, both on a large and on a minute scale, were produced. 
It is to this age that we owe nearly all the finest decorations 
and individual works of art that have come down to us, and 
which serve to illustrate for us the most typical specimens of 
Byzantine art. 

The Macedonian rulers were, however, not only great art 
patrons. During their rule the bounds of the Empire were 
extended very considerably over the whole near East (see 
Map 2). Thus during the reign of Romanos II (959-63) Crete 
and Cypms were recaptured; in 969 Antioch was retaken from 
the Moslems; under Basil 11 (976-1025) Armenia and parts of 
the Caucasus were conquered, thus bringing the Empire into 
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close touch with Persia and the East. But the main activities of 
this remarkable emperor were concentrated on suppressing the 
growing power of the Bulgarians, a task which he accomplished 
with such energy that he was given the nickname of Bulgaro- 
ctonos or Bulgar-slayer. The first Bulgarian Empire, which 
had been founded about 800, was brought to an end by Basil’s 
victories in 1018. A Christian power since 864, Bulgaria had 
naturally learnt a great deal from Byzantium, and her culture 
was necessarily an offshoot of that of Constantinople. After 
Basil’s victories this link became even more secure, for the 
land became a Byzantine province, and Constantinopolitan cul- 
ture penetrated with renewed vigour. Bulgarian art was in fact 
more closely affected by Constantinople than was the art of 
many of the numerous portions of the empire which never 
enjoyed national independence, such as Anatolia. 

With the death of Basil II the period of territorial expansion 
came to an end, and reverses were suffered in the East owing 
to the arrival on the field of a new power in the form of the 
Seljuk Turks. The Seljuks, a tribe of Central Asian origin, 
established their rule in Persia in the eleventh century and 
conquered Armenia about the same time. In 1 071 their leader, 
Alp Arslan, secured a decisive victory over the Byzantines at 
Manzikert, and from that time onwards their power increased 
in western Asia; by the twelfth century Asia Minor was parti- 
tioned between them and the Byzantines. In the West, again, 
in spite of an increase in Byzantine influence in south Italy, ^ the 
eleventh century was in the main marked by reverses. The 
republic of St Mark had by now established its independence at 
Venice, and the Normans, who had adopted the local Byzan- 
tine culture of Calabria and Sicily, had already become so 
powerful that the Byzantine Emperor had to seek the aid of 
Venice against them, which was granted in return for com- 
mercial privileges. In 1 1 30 the Norman, Roger II, was crowned 
at Palermo as king of Sicily and southern Italy. He shortly 
afterwards seized an opportunity to attack Greece, an event of 

I . A number of Greek churches were founded in the region of Bari in the 
tenth centuiy, and there still survive in the same area a large number of rock 
cut chapels, the interiors of which are painted in a Byzantine style. 
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some importance in the history of art, for he took back with 
him weavers, and established the silk- weaving industry in Sicily 
on a large scale. The products of the Sicilian looms remained 
definitely Byzantine in type, and it is to-day by no means easy 
to distinguish them from works which were produced at Con- 
stantinople or elsewhere in the Byzantine area. Though the 
Normans of Sicily were frequently at war with Byzantium, 
peaceable relations also existed, and it was to Constantinople 
that they turned for help in the decoration of the great 
churches that they founded at Cefalu, Palermo, and Monreale, 
the mosaics of which were to a great extent the work of Greek 
masters hired from Constantinople. 

With central and northern Italy temporal relations were on 
the whole less strained, in that the area "was not at war with the 
Byzantine world, but at the same time cultural relations were 
less close, for art there had begun to develop along distinctive 
lines of its ovm, and there was less desire to turn to the 
Byzantine world for inspiration and technical assistance. The 
absence of contact was also probably accentuated by the state 
of affairs in the religious sphere, for in 1 0^4 the final separation 
of the Eastern and Western churches took place, and it was 
actually from this date that the Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
faiths developed along diverse paths, though in actual fact the 
separation had been immanent for some centuries. 

With France and Germany there were still important con- 
tacts, and the whole basis of Ottonian art owed a great debt to 
Byzantine influence, as did that of Saxon England further to 
the West, Relationships vdth the West were especially 
close under the Comnenes, and western travellers visited the 
East in small numbers as pilgrims and in larger bodies as mem- 
bers of crusading expeditions. From the Byzantine point of view 
the crusades were almost as much of a menace as the Islamic 
enemy himself, but Alexios I (io8i— 1118) dealt with the 
menace of the first crusade with considerable diplomatic skill, 
and he took advantage of crusading victories to increase his own 
dominions without subjecting the Byzantine troops to any 
great risks. But the crusaders regarded him as little less than 
an open enemy, and it was only with difficulty that friendly 
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relations were maintained. The most serious bone of conten- 
tion was without doubt the city of Antioch, a prize sought by the 
western warriors, by the Byzantines, and by the Moslems 
alike. 

This hostile attitude towards the Byzantines was not for- 
gotten, and with the second crusade the cupidity of the Greeks 
was worked up as a war-cry to mask the greater cupidity of 
the French. TTie failure of the crusade was ascribed to the 
treachery of the Emperor Manuel I, and Roger H, the Norman 
king of Sicily, attempted to exploit western exasperation to 
abet his own designs on Greece and the Balkans. He planned 
a European coalition headed by France and the Papacy, at a 
time when both Hungary and Serbia were at war with Byzan- 
tium. Fortunately for Manuel, Conrad III the Emperor of Ger- 
many remained aloof. Had he too thrown in his support, it 
is possible that the Latin conquest of Constantinople would 
have taken place half a century earlier than it did. Roger ^s 
daring design however came to nothing, and Byzantium, 
though not out of danger, was reprieved for a time, since 
failure had a discouraging effect on crusading enthusiasm. 

Encouraged perhaps by the absence of western armies 
Manuel I (r 143-80) thought himself strong enough to attempt 
expansion on his own; he took Antioch in But in 1176 

his army was routed by the Seljuks at Myriocephalum, and, in 
the opinion of Vasiliev, ManueTs failures at this juncture set 
in train the decline which even the zealous reforms of his 
successor Andronicos I were not able to check. Manuel was 
equally unsuccessful in the West, for Frederick Barbarossa 
proved a most serious enemy, and succeeded in checking 
ManueTs efforts to regain influence in Italy. Again in the Bal- 
kans the Byzantines were unsuccessful, for shortly after 
ManueTs death the Bulgars succeeded in establishing in 1 1 8 j 
a second independent Bulgarian empire, with a capital at 
Timovo. In the same year Salonica was looted by the Normans 
of Sicily. Yet in spite of all these reverses in the political 
sphere, Byzantine art continued to flourish; the twelfth cen- 
tury was a period of great productive energy, and at the same 
time, of expansion, and one need do no more than mention the 
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mosaics of Sicily, Venice, or Kiev to indicate the missionary 
character and the quality of the art. 

But still, events were moving fast towards a climax. In 1 1 87 
Saladin defeated the army of the Latin kingdom in Palestine and 
retook Jerusalem, thus occasioning a popular outcry in the 
West, which was responsible for the launching of the third 
crusade. There was little to show in the Holy Land for the 
fierce battles and heavy losses of three years’ campaigning, till 
Richard I of England seized the Byzantine province of Cyprus ; 
in 1192 the Lusignan kingdom w’-as founded there. If the failure 
to retake Jerusalem incited the religious to further effort, 
Richard’s conquest of Cyprus served to encourage more 
material desires; it showed in fact that Byzantine territories 
offered a far more acceptable prey than the Moslem lands, and 
the fourth crusade, leaving the sacred cities of Palestine to the 
protection of fate, turned all its energies and resources to the 
conquest of Constantinople. In 1204 the blow fell, and the 
richest city in the world was subjected to one of the most 
extensive sacks of history. A Latin dynasty set up its rule in the 
city ; Salonica became a second but minor Latin kingdom, and 
the members of the Greek ruling house established themselves 
as best they could in Epirus, at Trebizond, and at Nicaea. 

Of the three minor Greek empires that were founded as a 
result of the Latin conquest of Constantinople that of Epirus 
was short-lived ; that of Trebizond survived without interrup- 
tion till 1461, though it was of purely local significance; that 
of Nicaea showed in the most striking manner those remark- 
able powers of recoveiy so characteristic of the Greeks. 
Theodore Lascaris, the first Emperor of Nicaea, was a man of 
the strongest character, and he established his empire on a sure 
and sound footing. His work was carried on by his successor, 
John in Vatatzes, who was able to reconquer much of Mace- 
donia, including Salonica, which fell to him in 1246. In 125-4 
Michael Palaeologos assumed control, and was crowned in 
125-9. Entering into a treaty with the Genoese, who had by 
now challenged the Venetians as the principal trading power in 
the Mediterranean, he captured Constantinople in 1261, and 
reinstated the Empire, at the same time doing all that was in 
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his power as the head of a somewhat restricted empire to 
patronize art, literature, and culture. These had been zealously 
maintained on the old basis throughout the period of exile at 
Nicaea. There is, indeed, reason to believe that the Nicaean 
age was important in the history of art, for few of the finer 
traditions of the great middle period of Byzantine art seem to 
have been lost, while certain new elements were introduced 
which sensed to revivify culture. Most notable of these was 
the introduction in literature of such new forms as fiction and 
lyric poetry. 

The history of the Palaeologue age at Constantinople (1261- 
14^3) is sad, but extremely romantic. The empire was reduced 
to little more than Constantinople, Salonica, and the lands 
immediately bordering the Marmora, together with a few 
islands in the Aegean ; towards the end the once proud capital 
was ruling little more territory than could be seen from its 
own walls. The days of the great emperors had passed; the 
imperial palaces were either in ruins or little better fumished 
than the poorer houses of the past; the lavish imperial patrons, 
with an immensely rich treasury behind them, were no more. 
Religious edifices were now the property of the people as much 
as of the Emperor, and the finest of them were set up in the 
smaller towns and villages rather than in the capital. The 
sumptuous treasures of Macedonian and Comnene times had 
mostly been destroyed or carried oflF as loot by the Latins, and 
the state was too impoverished to attempt to replace them. 
Such things had to depend on individual generosity rather than 
imperial patronage. Pottery supplanted vessels of gold and 
silver, painted decorations to a great extent replaced mosaics 
on the walls, panel paintings served instead of precious enamels ; 
works of art, in fact, had to depend on their own intrinsic 
merits, without the added enhancement of fine or precious 
material. Yet the old ceremony, the old grandeur, survived, 
and records exist which show tJiat the vast proportions of the 
court were to a great extent retained. The Emperor, though 
impoverished, was unable to live on an economic scale, and 
seemed incapable of reducing an expenditure which he was no 
longer in a position to maintain. 
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Historically the most important feature of this age was the 
gradual advance of the Turks from the East. The advance had 

O 

begun at least two centuries before, but it was now accelerated, 
jfirstly by the westward pressure exerted on the Turks them- 
selves by the Mongols, who were pushing outwards from 
Central Asia (Hulagu sacked Baghdad in 125-8), and secondly 
by the rise to power of a young and energetic tribe, the Otto- 
man, which gradually supplanted the older Seljuk dynasties 
in Asia Minor. The advance of the Turks was also assisted by 
the state of affairs in the Balkans, where Byzantine power was 
again threatened. Under the leadership of Stephen Nemanja 
(i 1 65-96) the Serbians had succeeded in establishing an in- 
dependent state, which reached the height of its prosperity 
imder Stephen Dushan (i33i-“5’5‘). Dushan, after conquering 
all the western parts of the Balkans, even set out to try to 
capture Constantinople, but he died before reaching the city, 
and with his death die Serbian empire crumbled. But its rise 
had considerably weakened the Byzantines, and with its fall a 
strong bulwark, which might have helped to resist the Moslems, 
was itself removed. This enabled the Ottoman sultan Murad 
to establish his capital at Adrianople, and in 1389 he and his 
son Bayazid utterly routed what remained of the Serbian power 
at the battle of Kossovo. Thus the greater part of Macedonia 
fell to the Turks. In 1393 Bulgaria experienced the same fate, 
for first Timovo fell, and then the rest of the country. In 1396 
the Turks also defeated at the battle of Nicopolis a Franko- 
Hungarian crusade which had been assembled to resist the 
menace of their advance In 1422 they laid siege to Ccfnstan- 
tinople. Serbia, Bulgaria, and other states had fallen before 
these new invaders from the East, but the Byzantine was still a 
sterner foe, and the first Moslem attack was repulsed. 

But in 1430 Salonica was captured, and great advances were 
made westwards, a Christian league of defence, with Hungary 
as the leading power, being defeated at Varna in 1 444. Prac- 
tically all the Balkans were now in Turkish' hands, with the 
exception of the great bastion of Constantinople. Mohammad II, 
who had by now succeeded to the Sultanate, was consequently 
able to concentrate all his energies on the capture of that great 
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prize. For ten years the preparations went forward, till finally 
the great attack was launched in 14^3, and the city fell after a 
defence which is one of the epics of history. With it the great 
empire, \vhich had ruled eastern Christendom for more than a 
thousand years, came to an end. Athens fell in i45‘6, Trebizond 
in 1461, and all Greece soon after. Only in Rumania and in 
the powerful Slavonic state of Russia was Orthodox Chris- 
tianity left as the official religion of an independent state. Yet 
the Christian faith of the minorities in Turkish lands remained, 
and it w^as an important factor which upheld Byzantine culture 
wellnigh down to the present day. Though it may be that little 
great art was produced after the last quarter of the fifteenth 
century, a great deal of minor work of definite quality must 
nevertheless be assigned to the Christian minorities through- 
out the Balkans. And the very considerable debts that the Turks 
themselves were soon to owe to their Byzantine predecessors 
must also not be forgotten. Just as, at the very outset of Islamic 
history, the Omayyads of Syria had founded their art and cul- 
ture on that of an old Byzantine province, so the Turks, at 
the apogee of Islamic power, ctdled a very great deal from the 
Palaeologan heritage. 

So ends the histoiy. Yet in tlie story of art this last age is 
little less glorious than the epic of Constantinople’s defence. 
The Byzantine Renaissance of the fourteenth and fifteenth cen- 
turies is a fact which can no longer be disputed, and modem 
research has shown that the revival that painting experienced 
at that time was paralleled to some extent in literature and 
philosophy, and, though the Greek world of this age never 
produced a Dante, it hi been su^ested that the writers might 
have progressed wellnigh as far had not the Moslem conquest 
put a stop to their work.^ That they did produce the equivalents 
of a Giotto or a Duccio is, however, shown by a number of 
painted churches in Macedonia, at Mistra in the Peloponnese, 
and at Constantinople itself, where the lovely decoration of 
Kariye Camii was being set up in the very same years that 
Giotto veas working in the arena chapel at Padua. Indeed, the 

I. For the importance of later Byzantine literature sec Vasiliev, op, cit., 
n, p. 422, He gives a full bibliography of writing? which bear upon the subject. 
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importance of the revival in painting can hardly be exaggerated, 
and it is with the wall paintings of the fourteenth century and 
the panels of the fifteenth and sixteenth that the studies of 
many writers on Byzantine art have in recent years primarily 
been occupied. Yet the character of these paintings is still little 
known, for something of the old prejudice against later 
Byzantine art still lingers, and the erroneous belief that it was 
no more than a pale reflexion, at second hand, of what was 
being done in Italy, is still to some extent prevalent. 
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CHAPTER 2 


THE GEOGRAPHICAL BASIS OF 
BYZANTINE CULTURE 

The importance of Constantinople, first in the development, 
and subsequently as the main centre of Byzantine art cannot be 
exaggerated, and this importance is to be attributed not only 
to the fact that Constantinople was the capital, but also to its 
geographical situation. A glance at a map will serve to throw 
this into perspective. The city stands on a promontory, at the 
very eastern extremity of Europe, and on the only direct sea 
route between Russia and the Black Sea to the north and 
Greece, Syria, Italy, Egypt, and all the rich and powerful area 
of the Mediterranean to the south. To the west stretches a 
broad peninsula of low hills, which present no very considerable 
barriers until the high mountains of Bulgaria are reached ; and 
even here the valley of the Maritsa offers a clear route inland 
fix)m the Mediterranean for some 2oo miles. Nowadays this is 
a somewhat desolate region, mainly as a result of the political 
situation; in Byzantine times it was a good deal more pros- 
perous, as the ruins and sites testify ; at a still earlier date it was 
even more intensively inhabited, if the numerous burial mounds 
of the last centuries before Christ that dot the area can be taken 
as an indication. 

More important than the land fi:om the point of view of 
communication, however, were probably the sea routes, to 
the south by way of the Marmora and its various ports and 
cities, to Salonica and Greece, and to the north by way of the 
coast of the Black Sea to Buigas and the maritime provinces of 
Bulgaria. These two regions, so far as art is concerned, appear 
to have been more closely linked with Constantinople than any 
other area. The links will be discussed as they arise; here it 
may be noted that Salonica was, throughout the Byzantine 
period, the second city of the Empire, and that her art was 
wellnigh identical with that of the capital, while in Bulgaria, 
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both in the interior and on the coast, we find a series of veiy 
important buildings and wall paintings -which are closely allied 
to those of Constantinople; and it may be noted that Con- 
stantinople on the one hand and the Bulgarian towns of 
Patleina, Preslav, and elsewhere, have been the main centres of 
discovery of the finest types of Byzantine pottery. 

To the East Constantinople is closely linked with the coastal 
fringe of Asia Minor, the city being in reality as much a part of 
Asia as of Europe. But the links are here again closest with the 
coastal fringe rather than with the interior, for once more 
communication by sea played a more vital role than communi- 
cation by land. Indeed, it is essential, so fer as art is concerned, 
to make a distinction between the coastal belt of Asia Minor, 
where stand the ruins of the great Greek and Hellenistic cities 
like Troy, Pergamon, Priene, or Ephesus, and the upland of 
Anatolia, a vast plateau which gradually rises eastwards, until 
the mountains of Armenia are reached. And this is the highest 
and most severe region of western Asia, the passes to north and 
east being under snow for a good eight months of every year, 
while even those to the south are not easily practicable in 
winter. Thus trade between Constantinople and the lands of 
the east, notably Persia and Mesopotamia, was probably more 
easily carried on by way of the sea route to Syria and the river 
valley of the Euphrates than it was along the more direct route 
across Asia Minor. An alternative route, by way of the southern 
coast of the Black Sea to Trebizond, and thence overland, was 
used however for trade with Persia. The coastal fringe of the 
Black Sea, though generally speaking narrow, was again cut off 
from the hinterland, and its natui^ links were by sea with 
Constantinople on the one hand and Trebizond on the other, 
rather than with the Anatolian plateau to the south. 

Thus, though the artistic influence of Constantinople was 
quite extensive along the coastal fringes of the Black Sea and 
the Aegean, they were not much exercised on the central 
plateau of Anatolia. Here the current seems to have run rather 
in an opposite direction, the plateau being shaped rather like 
a funnel, with its narrow end at Constantinople, and its wider 
end extended along the frontiers of Persia and Mesopotamia. 
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Anything introduced into the open end tended to converge on 
the Constantinopolitan comer, and in Byzantine, just as in 
Classical and pre-Classical times, a continuous pressure was 
exercised in tiiis way. Early waves of migration, driven forward 
by some impulse from Asia, pressed across Anatolia, crossed 
either by the Bosphorus or die Hellespont, and exercised a 
wide-sweeping effect on Macedonia; later waves, though 
bottled up for a time in Anatolia by the concentration of Byzan- 
tine power at Constantinople, eventually crossed in just the 
same way. And in the sphere of art a great deal of influence 
apparently travelled along the same route, though like the 
later waves of invaders, Constantinople for a time afforded a 
bastion, and die stream was deflected by it, so that Greece in 
the south and the Balkans further to the north were more 
closely linked with Anatolia than was Constantinople itself. 
Gabriel Millet has shown how important these links between 
Greece and Anatolia were in the sphere of architecture,^ but 
the Anatolian contribution to the development of other arts 
in the Byzantine world as a whole and in Greece in particular 
yet remains to be studied. 

In the last centuries before Christ the focus of culture was 
moving gradually westwards and northwards. Greece had sup- 
planted Mesopotamia, Persia, and Egypt; Rome had supplanted 
Greece, and a new and more clement continent, Europe, was, 
from early Christian times, to supplant the old contment of 
Asia as a centre of the development of culture. Yet the old 
eastern world had by no means lost all its importance. Antioch, 
Alexandria, and the other fine cities of the Aegean were still 
of great size and wealth, and were vital centres of art and 
culture, which could not be disregarded. If it was inevitable, 
as a result of the unwritten laws of cultural change, that some 
new centre had to supplant Rome, it was still essential, as a 
result of the more tangible laws of economics and sociology, 
that this new centre should remain in contact with these great 
east Mediterranean cities. And Constantinople, with its equable 
climate, its superb situation, its rich hinterland, and its open, 
easy sea-routes, seemed to answer every demand. When Con- 

I , V£coJe grecque dans V architecture byzantine, Paris, 1916. 
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stantine transferred his capital to the shores of the Golden Horn 
he chose a site which had all the economic advantages of a 
great trading city like Antioch, without any of the disadvan- 
tages accruing to its essentially Asiatic character. His new capital 
was so placed that it could make itself mistress of the East 
without losing contact with the West; it could stand aloof, 
yet at the same time maintain contact; it could open wide its 
gates to the East, and at the same time retain its European 
character. And if Constantinople was preferable to Antioch, it 
was still more preferable to Ae other cities. Alexandria thus 
lay isolated, on the fringe of the Empire; the site of Ephesus 
offered no outstanding geographical advantages; Nicomedia, 
which had been preferred by Diocletian, was nevertheless 
essentially provincial; Athens was too much a stronghold of 
old ideas. Nor was there any other city so admirably placed 
from the strategic point of view, as centre of a great Empire 
whose territory extended as frr to the East as it did to the West, 
nor as admirably placed from the tactical point of view, with 
water on two sides of a great triangle, so that only a diird of 
the city’s periphery had to be defended against a threat of 
attack from the land. Indeed, the mightiness of the role that 
Constantinople played as bulwark of the West and apex of the 
East for so many centuries was in no small degree the result of 
its geographical situation. 

The distribution of the other great cities of the Empire 
serves to bring out the essentially maritime basis of its structure 
to which reference has already been made. In the south there 
was Egypt, lost to the Moslems in the seventh century, though 
until then of veiy considerable importance. It had been the 
granary of Rome, and it remained a great commercial centre 
until the decline of the Empire after Justinian ; the role that its 
principal city, Alexandria, was to play in the formation of 
Byzantine art was outstanding. In the north, almost equally far 
removed, were the colonies of the Chersonese on the north 
coasts of the Black Sea. They too were important commer- 
cially, though as a centre of a trade which was primarily in 
luxuries like furs their role was less vital. In the West, again, 
the greater part of Italy was of the first importance in early 
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times ; and even at a later date Sicily and Venice were never 
completely cut off. Of the role of Ravenna as a province of 
Byzantine art a great deal will have to be said, and in medieval 
times southern Italy was welhiigh equally important, though 
its character was more provincial. Finally the islands of the 
Aegean must be noted, for though much of their art was pro- 
vincial in character, it was not always so, as the magnificent 
mosaics of the Nea Moni on Chios serve to prove. 

It is impossible in a short survey to speak individually of 
every city, but a few additional outstanding names may be men- 
tioned. Thus in early times the holy cities, Jerusalem and 
Bethlehem especially, were not only of religious significance, 
but were also important in the sphere of art, because endowed 
with magnificent churches by Constantine and his successors. 
Even more flourishing was northern Syria, and though it is 
to-day a desert as the result of desiccation, whole towns of 
magnificent stone-built architecture still survive there, to 
attest the former importance of the region, though they are 
to-day deserted and uninhabited. The cities of the Mesopo- 
tamian fringe, Edessa, llifa, Nisibin, and others of lesser signi- 
ficance, were perhaps more important as frontier posts than as 
centres of art, but it may be that when the day comes to explore 
them, they will prove to be of considerable interest; if not as 
rich and as important as Antioch, they probably imbibed some- 
thing of the prosperity and culture of this great city, and 
flourished along with it until the Moslem conquests of the 
seventh and following centuries. 

As already stated, the role of Asia Minor was twofold, and 
the coastal area must be clearly distinguished from the upland. 
It is the towns of the former that we know best, and to their 
number others were added as Byzantine civilization developed, 
notably Adalia, which was perhaps more important in mid- 
Byzantine times than the more famous Greek cities like Per- 
gamon or Priene. But the towns of the upland, though now 
virtually deserted, once exercised a considerable influence on 
architectural and artistic developments; the frmous Bin bir 
Kilisse, or Thousand and One Churches, may be noted among 
the many. There were perhaps not as xxiany as a thousand 
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churches there, but the ruins of a very large number survive, 
and they serve to attest the vital role that the whole of the 
region played in the story of architecture. Its part in the stoiy 
of painting was no less considerable, and the painted caves of 
Latmos or the rock-cut churches of Cappadocia are not only 
extremely interesting in themselves, but are also important 
becatise of the influence that the monastic art of the poor 
communities of the region exercised on the development of 
painting in more prosperous areas all over Greece and the 
Balkans, and even, probably, in the capital itself. Nor can such 
towns as Nicaea and Nicomedia be passed without mention, 
for they were a good deal more important in later Byzantine 
times than they were in Roman days; it is only necessary to 
remember that the former was the centre in which the Nicene 
creed was composed. Of the towns of the Black Sea coast, 
Trebizond was certainly the most outstanding, first as the main 
station on the northern trade route to the East, and later as the 
capital of a sznall independent Empire which was to outlive 
Constantinople itself as an independent Christian power. 

• In Europe the most important city of pure Byzantine culture, 
both in early and in later times, was xmdoubtedly Salonica; 
it still remains one of the richest centres where Byzantine 
architecture and mosaics can be studied. Elsewhere in Greece 
the most active centres of architectural development and of 
artistic production were probably the monasteries rather than 
the cities; Hosios Lukas, near Delphi, Megaspeleion in the 
Peloponnesus, and above all, the peninsula of Mount Athos, 
were thus all outstanding, and Athos remains to this day the 
one surviving stronghold of Byzantine culture and Byzantine 
life, alike unaffect^ by Moslem domination and Western 
progress. 

The area that now composes the Balkans comes onto the 
scene at a comparatively late date, but both in Bulgaria and in 
what is now Yugoslavia there are important remains, more 
especially in the way of architecture and painting, Mesembria, 
Timovo, Preslav, and Sofia in the former country may all be 
noted; all were considerable towns, and all were centres of art 
and culture, whether the country was at the time independent 
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or whether it was under Byzantine rule. In Yugoslavia, on the 
other hand, it was primarily in the monasteries that the best 
work was done, and there are a considerable number of them 
that survive, dating from the thirteenth century onwards ; they 
contain both churches and wall paintings of the very highest 
quality. 

Finally a word must be said of Italy, for in early times 
Ravenna, and to some extent Rome, and in later times Sicily 
and Venice and its region were the centres of a more or less 
completely Byzantine culture and art. The early mosaics and 
paintings of Rome are thus probably as much Byzantine as were 
those produced in the East, and there is reason to believe that 
in Iconoclast times artists who fled from Constantinople be- 
cause of the ban on figural art were given commissions to work 
there by some of the Popes ; many of the mosaics of the late eighth 
and ninth centuries which exist in Rome are thus markedly 
Byzantine in style, notably those in the chapel of St Zeno in 
Sta Prassede. Ravenna was virtually a Byzantine city, there were 
Bvzantine mosaics in Milan, and numerous other towns were 
centres of more casual Byzantine influence, for example 
Monte Cassino in the south. The close relationship to Byzantine 
art of Benedictine painting, as practised for example at St 
Angelo in Formis near Capua, must also be noted. Similar 
influences extended into northern Italy and France, but they 
have little significance from the geographical point of view. 

A few additional factors of a geographical character which 
may also have exercised an influence on artistic developments 
of one sort or another may also be noted. In architecture, for 
instance, there were two main methods of construction, in 
brick and in stone. Stone was in general procurable in the 
highlands, but it was not by any means always of the same 
quality, and brick was quite often employed in preference to it, 
even in stone-producing areas, either because the stone was 
too poor to provide the finish required by the architects, or 
because the architect came from elsewhere and preferred to 
build in a material which he knew. It is thus the poorer build- 
ings that are most affected by locality in this respect ; only a 
rich patron could afford to bring his architect and his material 
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from elsewhere. But even so, brick buildings in the uplands 
of Anatolia are few and far between, and in Syria and Armenia 
brick was never used at all. In Constantinople the case W'as 
somewhat different, for there brick and stone w^ere very fre- 
quently used together, a number of courses of brick alternating 
with a number of courses of stone in the same wall. Basically 
the distinction is primarily a geographical one, but it is not 
very rigid, and it is perhaps sSer to say that stone was most 
favoured in early times and brick in later ones. 

Another interesting factor is that of the influence exercised 
on sculpture by the character of the material available. Thus 
the soft limestone of the Nile valley which was habitually used 
by the Copts favoured, and perhaps even helped to bring into 
being, that rather florid, loose style which became characteris- 
tic of Coptic work, first in stone and later in ivory, while the 
brilliant, rather soapy marble of the quarries of the Proconnesos 
permitted a precise, clear treatment, and favoured those sil- 
houette-like effects of deep shadow and brilliant light which 
were so strikingly developed by the sculptors employed by 
Justinian, not only at Constantinople, but also in all regions 
which were in contact widi the capital. There is, however, 
reason to believe that the marble from the quarries of the 
Proconnesos was much exported, and in many cases it would 
seem that the carving was done on the spot, and capitals and 
closure slabs, the more usual forms for sculpture from the 
sixth century onwards, were probably carried long distances 
in a finished or partly finished state. 

This influence of material, and hence of environment, is an 
important factor in the study of any particular art, though it 
is frequently neglected. It is most clearly to be seen in archi- 
tecture or sculpture, where the material is a fimdamental 
element: but a similar influence was doubtless brought to 
bear on other arts, even if it was exercised in a more esoteric 
manner. Thus the arid deserts of Arabia and the nature of the 
life that they necessitated probably exercised a considerable 
effect on the development of that type of art which is usually 
termed the Semitic, while the beauty of the surroundings and 
the ease of life of the eastern Mediterranean were similarly 
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responsible for the art centred there which we term Hellenic. 
The former was a harsh, severe art, seeking for expression 
or inner meaning rather than for pleasing forms or delightful 
surfeces ; the latter was an elegant, delicate, refined art, seeking 
an imaginary ideal rather than truthful realism. But these are 
problems of aesthetics which cannot be entered upon here ; 
the reader may enquire into them for himself if he ^1. Let it 
be stressed, however, that an understanding of the build and 
form of a land, a knowledge of the routes of communication, 
and an idea of the character of the natural resources which 
any area has to offer are all of them factors which should be 
considered at the outset by every historian of art in the 
course of his examination of a particular area or a particular 
ci\iIization. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE ORIGINS OF BYZANTINE ART 


N o civilization passes without leaving some heritage behind it; 
no civilization of any advanced degree is bom without ante- 
cedents. To consider in turn each of the predecessors of Byzan- 
tine culture which did or could affect its development, and to 
give a general outline of the character of the contribution of 
each is the aim of this chapter. The reader vsill thus conceive 
some idea of the nature of the various sources which exercised 
an effect on Byzantine art, both in the earliest days, and also 
later, when the distinguishing characteristics of the Byzantine 
style had already been formulated. Yet, however important 
these elements culled from external sources may be - and of 
recent years the authorities have been very much concerned 
with stressing the role of one area at the cost of the others - it 
must always be borne in mind that the chief glory of creating 
a style or producing an object has always been the task of the 
|>articular culture to which it belongs. Thus a Byzantine ivory 
may be fundamentally Hellenistic or Roman or Eastern in 
character - it may exemplify the idealistic spirit of Greek art ; 
it may follow the more matter of fact canons of the Roman 
style; it may be conceived in a more formalist and Eastern 
manner - yet there is beyond such factors something about the 
ivory which makes it fcr and foremost Byzantine, It is the 
definition of the true nature of this quality that presents itself 
as one of the foremost problems that concern the art-historian. 
But even when he is thoroughly familiar with every facet of 
the style with which he is concerned, his appreciation must 
remain incomplete and his understanding limited unless he 
also have some knowledge of what had gone before and of 
what was going on at the same time in adjacent and related 
areas. 

The cultures that concern us in respect of origins of Byzan- 
tine art fall into six principal groups, namely Greece and the 
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Hellenistic world, Rome and Italy, Asia Minor, Syria and the 
Semitic East, Western Persia (Iran) and lower Mesopotamia 
(Iraq), and finally north-eastern Persia, or what Strzygowski 
has termed Altai-Iran.^ 

I. Greece and the Hellenistic World. The story of the dissemina- 
tion of Greek culture all over the nearer East as a result of the 
conquests of Alexander falls outside the scope of this survey, 
though the effects must concern us, for the extent to which 
elements that were basically Greek were spread as far to the 
east as India at this time was very considerable, and these 
elements at a later date found their way back to the Byzantine 
world in an indirect manner by way of Persia and Syria. More 
important, however, was the role played by the Greek cities 
of the Mediterranean coastlands, for they were a stronghold of 
Greek culture and all of them were large and prosperous at the 
time of the foundation of Byzantium. In these towns the pure 
Greek culture of the old city states had been maintained, and 
as Greece itself gradually declined in power and influence, and 
assumed the role of a conserver rather than a creator so far as 
art was concerned, so the great cities of Asia Minor, Syria, and 
Egypt progressed, keeping up a live and vital culture of their 
own. As time went on this culture tended to become rather 
less purely Greek, for it was penetrated to a greater or lesser 
degree by oriental elements. But nevertheless the basis of 
idealism that characterized Greek art was definitely main- 
tained in all of them imtil, and in many places long after, the 
davm of the Christian era. 

It must of course be borne in mind that from around the 
end of the third century b.c. these cities had formed a part of 
the Roman Empire, and they had become to some degree 
affected by the intrusion of Roman elements in art and culture. 
Some writers would even insist that by the third century of the 
Christian era there was little in the make-up of their life that 

1. The role of Christianity as an essential formative influence will be con- 
sidered later. It may be noted that many writers, notably Guyer, regard the 
Christian religion and the character of Byzantine thought resulting from it as 
far more important than either ‘Rome’ or ‘The East’. See S. Guyer, *Vom 
Wesen der Byzantinischen Kunst’, Munchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunsty N.F,, 
vin, 1931* P* 99 - 
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was not really more Roman than it was Greek, ^ with the pos- 
sible exception of the Greek language, w^hich was most gener- 
ally spoken by their inhabitants. But such conclusions are 
extreme, and are not borne out by the evidence. It would rather 
seem that much that was basically Greek was presen'ed, and 
of the new ideas in art that w'ere being invented throughout 
the first three centuries a.d,, quite a number would seem to 
be essentially the products of the Greek rather than of the 
Roman genius. Thus the narrative or continuous method in the 
depiction of scenes in art was probably an Hellenistic rather 
than a Roman system ; a great deal of the ornament most com- 
monly employed in sculpture was in essence entirely Greek; 
the use of large circular domical buildings as martyria was very 
probably common in the Greek world before they were further 
developed in the Roman, and the idealistic style in the depic- 
tion of human forms was again essentially a part of the Greek 
rather than the Roman outlook. It is, no doubt, an exaggera- 
tion to describe Roman art as no more than Greek art in its 
imperial phase, but it is equally vsrrong to denigrate the power 
of the Greek spirit in the late classical or early Christian age. 

n. Rome and Italj, Roman culture, like that of the Hellenistic 
cities, was based in the main on that of Greece, but by the 
beginning of the Christian era it had taken on a definitely 
individual form, owing to local influences. Yet, though Rome 
was the capital of the civilized world, she did not, during her 
prosperity, impose her art lock, stock, and barrel upon any 
but her more immediate dependencies. When Constantine 
transferred his capital to the shores of the Marmora in 330 he 
took with him all the panoply of an imperial court. Buildings 
were constructed in the Roman manner, to answer Roman 
demands; statues, which were purely Roman in appearance 
and Roman in spirit, were set up in public places ; Roman law, 
the Latin language, and indeed every other a^ect of Roman 
culture was imposed there. The city was the new Rome in all 
its superficial aspects. Two strong forces, however, opposed 
the complete assimilation of Roman culture by Byzantium, 

I . See for instance E. H. Swift, Roman Sources of Christian Arty New York, 
1951, passim. He would assign practically all elements to Rome. 



46 Byzantine Art 

namely geography and race. Thus by the sixth century we find 
that the Greek tongue had replaced Latin in general usage, and 
before the ninth century the latter had been entirely forgotten. 
In art affairs were closely parallel, and purely Roman forms, 
such as the imperial portrait bust, or the conception of Christ 
as a youthful, beardless figure, were similarly abandoned. Thus, 
though Roman influence was considerable, it was by no means 
the only influence that went to the making of Byzantine art. 
Even if Strzygowski’s theories as to the predominant import- 
ance of oriental influence can be shown to be exaggerated, 
there is no reason why the contribution of Rome should be 
overstressed in opposition. 

in. Asia Minor, It has already been noted that the coastal 
belt and the highlands of Asia Minor form two distinct regions, 
but in art it is necessary to go even further and distinguish be- 
tween the Hellenistic art of the coastal cities and the indigenous 
art of the uplands. The culture of the uplands was founded 
upon very loi^ antecedents, established in the land, so far as 
one can tell, even before the days of the Hittites.^ We know 
little of this early Anatolian art, and for our purposes here it 
will suffice to note that certain particular animal motifs, more 
especially the lion and the eagle, were popular in the uplands 
from early Hittite times onwards. In the Hellenistic period, 
indeed, their reproduction continued in a way which is hardly 
to be reconciled with Hellenistic culture alone. ^ We -can trace 
these motife and a particular style or manner in their depiction 
which was associated with them in Byzantine art, mpre eispeci- 
-ally in sculpture, both in Constantinople and in -Greece, where 
contacts with Asia Minor were especially close. Exactly the 
same animal motifs and the same style of treatment reappear 


1 . The Hittites must have found something in the nature of an established 
•culture when they arrived in Asia Minor between 2000 and 1 5-00 if we 
may |u<^e by the difference in character between, the monuments which they 
-erected in Asia Minor, such as Boghadeeuy and E3mk, and those which they 
left in northern Syria, most -notably at Sendrii and Karkenush. 

2. The most charactensticmonuniientSiin the style are soine,tombstpi^,in 
the Bursa Museum, known as the Altyn Tash stelae. See G. Mendel, Catalogue 
,du Masee 'de'Brousse, Athens, 1908, p. 35, See also J. W, Crowfoot, ip the 
Annual of tbeBriUsb School at Athens, iv, 1 897-8, p. 79. 
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at a rather later date in the Seljuk art of Asia Minor. This sud- 
den reappearance of the old motifs was by no means fortuitous ; 
it represents rather the revival of an age-old tradition in Asia 
Minor, and there can be little doubt but that this tradition also 
exercised an influence on Byzantine art in the intervening 
periods. But exactly how much this influence was exerted and 
how important was its role will only be disclosed when further 
first-hand researches have been conducted in Asia Minor, Only 
then will it be possible to establish what is the Anatolian ele- 
ment in art, and to show what exactly were the architectural 
systems that were developed on the uplands, as opposed to 
tiiose of the coastal belt and elsewhere. 

IV. Sjiia and the Semitic East, The term Syrian is rather a 
confusing one for the student of Byzantine art, for it is used in 
a number of different ways by different writers. On the one 
hand, for example, it has been used to describe the culture of 
the great Hellenistic cities of northern Syria, more especially 
Antioch; on the other it has been employed to describe the 
rather more orientalized products of the Caravan cities, the 
most important of which was probably Dura.^ Or again, it has 
been used to describe a decided but a less definitely localized 
trend in art, where expressionism supplants the idealism of the 
Hellenistic world. An ivory in the British Museum reproduced 
on Plate 48 will serve to illustrate this manner; the Adoration 
is depicted above and the Nativity below, in both scenes the 
figures are almost grotesque in their proportions ; diere is no 
elegance, no beauty ; yet in spite of this, there is a certain force 
and vigour about the work, which tells the tale vividly, and 
attracts the attention of the beholder more forcibly than would 
many a more elegant and superficially attractive rendering of 
the scene. We are, in fact, in the presence of an art which aims 
at conveying an idea, rather than pleasing at first sight, and if 
necessary, as in modem art, extremes are resorted to in order 
to achieve this object. Certain features characterize the art, 
such as a preference for the firontal pose, a habit of enlarging 
the head out of all proportion to the body, the enlargement of 
figures of outstanding importance to a scale for greater than 

I. See M. Rostovtzefif, Caravan Cities, Oxford, 1932. 
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that of the other figures, and the deep imder-cutting of a bas- 
relief to produce a striking effect. The gradual intrusion of 
these elements into art of Hellenistic times took place simul- 
taneously with the decline of Greek supremacy, and they 
became of outstanding importance in the first centuries of the 
Christian era, affecting the art of the Roman world well-nigh 
as considerably as that of the Hellenistic sphere and the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

At the back of this trend were all the forces of the ancient 
Semitic civilizations of the middle East, for it was an art which 
ran in line with the old religious doctrines of the region. The 
divine was thus conceived as something awesome, esoteric, and 
of deep significance, where gentle comprehensions of kindli- 
ness and charm were not allowed to enter in. Art became in 
consequence expressive and forceful, and delight was cast to 
the -winds; where fear ruled, intimacy was impossible. But 
though the character of the art was distorted to some extent 
by religious ideas, it is possible that the development of 
the style was also affected by the material conditions of the 
age. It was a period in which the desiccation which was finally 
to bring about the depopulation of vast areas of hither Asia had 
already set in, and, as th^ country grew drier, life no doubt 
became more and more diflScult. In art these difficulties prob- 
ably found expression in an interest in realism rather than 
delicacy, and in an avoidance of anything that might savour of 
the superficial. Just as the severe conditions of industrialism 
on the one hand and of political instability on the other have 
produced in the art of to-day a love of abstraction and an 
avoidance of mere prettiness, so in the early Christian age did 
the troubles of life bring about similar results. 

Where exactly the first monuments of this expressive style 
were produced it is as yet impossible to say; its development 
-was probably long-drawn-out. But we see it already dominant 
in the style kno^vn as Parthian,^ in the sculptures and tomb 
paintings of Palmyra, in much of the sculpture of Baalbek, and 
in the Jewish and early Christian wall paintings at Dura. At a 

I, Parthian art, however, also drew from the old oriental animal art to 
which we allude when speaking of the altai-Iranian element. 
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later date the same manner was manifested in some at least of 
the mosaics and sculptures produced for Christian patrons at 
Antioch and elsewhere; it was responsible for the sudden 
change of style which aftected ivory carving in Alexandria in 
the fifth century; it was perpetuated in the wall paintings of 
Cappadocia executed between the ninth and eleventh cen- 
turies, and it continued to show itself in the art of numerous 
regions almost until the Turkish conquest. This and the Hel- 
lenistic stem were, indeed, perhaps the two most important 
elements at the basis of the Byzantine style as a whole.^ 

While dealing with this trend, mention should be made of 
Egypt, for though the Hellenistic style was retained at Alexan- 
dria until the sixth century to a degree of purity unknown 
elsewhere, there developed in the Nile basin at an early date a 
Christian art of a severer and more expressive type, akin to 
that of Syria. That art later came to be known as Coptic. Many 
of the elements that went to form Coptic art may be attributed 
to Ancient Egypt; many were basically Hellenistic. But these 
tw'o elements alone could never have produced the Coptic 
style had not the expressionist Syrian element also exercised its 
influence. The influence first penetrated by way of the Red Sea 
or the isthmus of Suez, along trade routes which had been in 
use for many thousands of years. It was an influence conveyed 
from and by way of the arid deserts, and it avoided at first the 
great cities and the more clement shores of the Mediterranean. 
The degree to which it affected the hinterland of Egypt can, 
however, be appreciated if a piece of Coptic sculpture is com- 
pared with an Egyptian or a Greek statue. 

V. Iran and Iraq, The lowland area of Mesopotamia, a flat 
plain where brick was the only available building material, may 
be considered together with western Persia, for both areas 
through a great part of their history had boasted a common 

I. In his recent book, Roman Sources Christian Art^ Swift attributes the 
origin of this branch of art to Rome and not to the East, and suggests that it 
was adopted in Syria as a result of Roman Imperialism. This is most unlikely, 
for the whole style is quite foreign to what may throughout history be regard^ 
as typical of Rome. And in any case, it was in Syria that the style was most 
fully developed; in such an instance it is the area of full development that 
counts even more than the area in which an idea was first conceived. 
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culture and had been under the same rule. It is not so much their 
art in very ancient times that concerns us here, however, as the 
developments that took place in the area as a whole in the early 
Christian age, and so far as this region is concerned contem- 
porary influence on the Byzantine world was more important 
than what was inherited from the past. Under the rule of the 
Sasanian emperors (222-65-0) a very distinctive and vigorous 
art was developed, foimded in part on Greek elements intro- 
duced at the time of Alexander and subsequently, and in part 
on the earlier culture of Persia. Excavations at Kish and Hira 
in Iraq, at Damghan in Persia and elsewhere, have shown the 
marked individuality of this art and prove that Sasanian culture 
was very widely spread over the nearer East. Further, the 
influence of Sasanian art elsewhere was considerable, for the 
Sasanian element was of great importance in Moslem art, and 
certain elements for which it was responsible came to the 
Byzantine world by way of Islam. We see the direct influence 
most to the fore in textiles, and it is indeed often impossible to 
determine whether some of the superb silks of the middle ages 
should be assigned to a Persian or to a Byzantine factory. Mid- 
Byzantine sculptures, objects in metal and ceramics also attest 
links with Persia which were first established in Sasanian 
times.^ 

VI. Altai-Iran, The Sacian area to the north of Persia is in 
some ways easier to deal with than the Sasanian in the south, 
for Strzygowski associates with it a very distinct and definite 
type of art, and the importance of the region so far as we are 
concerned here must stand or fall with his theories. His main 
thesis may be briefly summarized. Among the nomads of 
Turkish race living in the Altai region, he thinks, there sprang 
into being a formalistic, non-representational art which was 
characterized by low relief carving which covered every avail- 
able space with floral or geometric forms, executed in a 
•silhouette-like manner. Again, a special technique which he 
terms the slanting cut (Kerbschnitt) was invariably used. These 
features spread westwards at quite an early date in the form of 

I, See D. Talbot Rice, ‘Iranian Elements in Byzantine Art*, Congres inter- 
actional d* An et d^Archeologie /rnnienr, Moscou-Leningrad, 1939. 
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what may be termed an art-complex. Three main routes were 
followed, a southern, which affected Syria and Egvpt, a central, 
which touched Asia Minor and the Byzantine world, and a 
northern, which carried the art into the heart of Europe and 
ultimately to Scandinavia. 

There can be no disputing the existence of this trend in art, 
wherever and however it may first have been conceived, but 
whether or not certain architectural elements, notably the use 
of dome over square plan, are also to be associated with the 
trend, as Strzygowsld asserts, is a more doubtful question, and 
in the light of recent research it is likely that many of Strz}"go\v- 
ski’s conclusions with regard to architectural origins should 
be discarded. His ideas as to the dissemination of the non- 
representational style in early Christian times, on the other 
haind, are of considerable importance, and the value of his work 
in calling attention .to the existence of the style, which .was 
before his day more or less disregarded, cannot be exaggerated. 

The nature of this art and of the ideas underlying it are both 
entirely opposed to those of classical art, though as it travelled 
westwards elements of the non-represen tational style tended 
to become much confused with those proper to other styles. 
The non-representationaj style exercised an even more 
important role on developments in the B)rzantine world, and 
-the capitals of Justinian’s Sancta Sophia show this clearly. But 
exactly how the elements which are to be seen in ornament 
of this nature reached the Byzantine world is a more compli- 
cated .question, for they had become .generally disseminated 
over the nearer East long before the days of Justinian, md it 
may well be that the .influence on Byzantium which is to be 
traced in such works came in a very indirect manner. 

A further and rather distinct element in art ^yhich is again 
to be assigned fundamentally to central Asia may also be con- 
sidered here, though it was not of the first importance in the 
fomation of Byzantine art. It is that known as the ‘animal 
style’. In the last few centuries of the pre-Christian era a par- 
ticular art which Rostovtzeff was the first to catalogue under 
this heading was brought into wide popularity by the culture 
known as Scythian. It was a highly formalized art, and in.t^his 
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respect owed much to the non-representational trend, hut its 
motifs were founded on the living animal. The far East has 
been suggested as its place of origin, as has the extreme north. 
Wherever it was first developed, however, it travelled west- 
wards by way of the northern shores of the Black Sea and what 
is to-day southern Russia and Rumania, and some of the finest 
manifestations of the art have been unearthed in Himgary.^ It 
also exercised an influence in Bulgaria, where the ‘animal style’ 
nomads were established for a time, and Filow has suggested 
that the great popularity of animals in ninth -century Bulgarian 
sculpture is due to a great extent to this ancestry. This may be 
so. But we find very similar animals in Byzantine sculptures in 
Greece, which are to be attributed to the influence of Sasanian 
art, and this seems a more likely immediate source, especially 
as there are marked Sasanian influences in Bulgaria, to be seen 
in the plans of palaces at Aboba Pliska and in the ninth century 
rock reliefs at Madara.^ 

The suggestion that the ‘animal style’ was carried westwards 
primarily as a result of racial migration has also been ques- 
tioned, and the researches of certain writers in Soviet Russia 
have aimed at proving that archaeological ethnography as we 
know it is a science which cannot be relied upon. These writers 
maintain that certain types of art arise inevitably at certain 
stages of cultural development, without any necessary con- 
nexion between the two.® The question of independent inven- 
tion is a very vexed one, but there can be little doubt but that 
in many cases like resiJts were produced by like effects quite 
independently. We have thus already suggested that non- 
representational art may have been developed in more than 
one place independently. But how far this explanation can be 

1 . The stag from Zoldhalompuszta, now in the Budapest Museum, is one of 
the finest examples of the art; see Nandor Fetich, La Trouvaille Scythe de 
Zoldhalompuszta f Budapest, 1928. For a general survey see G. Borovka, Scythian 
Art, London, 1928, and T, Talbot Rice, The S^thians, London, 1957. 

2. See M. G. Kacarov, ‘Notes sur la sculpture rupestre de Madara’, in 
L^Art byzantin chez les Slaves, l, i, p. 87, 

3. See an extremely interesting article by 1 . Meschaninov, ‘The value of 
Linguistic Material in the study of Ancient Monuments*, in G.A.IM,K,, 
Nos. I and 2, Moscow, 1932 (in Russian). Its scientific value is, however, 
marred by a futile use of the word ‘bourgeois’ where it is in no sense applicable. 
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relied upon when some very definite motif such as the Scythian 
stag is concerned is a very different matter, and when we have 
to deal with the elements composing such developed arts as 
the Byzantine or the Sasanian, the importance of interconnex- 
ions and influences is not to be disputed. Though primitive 
nomad tribes in different areas would naturally tend to repre- 
sent the same animals provided they both knew them, or primi- 
tive settled tribes to conceive the same t\’pe of building, pro- 
vided the same materials were available, the probability of a 
more civilized commimity inventing exactly the same details 
in the portrayal of a stag seems much less probable. 

To disentangle the eventual interplay of all these elements 
is far beyond the scope of this volume. The existence of prac- 
tically evei^ possible contributor to the Byzantine panorama 
has, however, been noted, so that the student of Byzantine art 
who knows little of the nearer East may be in some degree pre- 
pared to understand manifestations which are not necessarily 
related to the classical world. For at its best Byzantine art was 
the outcome of a fusion of elements from East and West alike. 
The two elements that concern us most are the Hellenic and 
the Syrian, the one responsible for delicacy and elegance, the 
other for strength and expression. But the realism of Roman 
portraiture, the formalistic, all-embracing ornament of the 
East, the fantastic animals of Sasanian or Hittite art, the 
rigidity of Anatolian sculpture; all are present also, especially 
in the minor arts, even if in painting it is to the classical world 
on the one hand and to Syria on the other that the primary 
roles must be accorded. In fact, the veiy essence of Byzantine 
art is that of fusion, and it is absurd to seek to deny the multi- 
plicity of influences in fevour of one region or the other, as 
many recent writers, protagonists of Rome, of Alexandria, or 
of the East, have sought to do. Art, after all, is a reflexion of 
thought, and for those who prefer to read rather than to look, 
the different phases of doctrine illustrate the same point. Thus 
in the iconoclastic age ideas were dominated by an essentially 
Eastern or Semitic belief, according to which the depiction of 
divine forms ^vas regarded as evil ; with the Macedonian revival 
there was a complete re-N’ersal of outlook, and thought turned 
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once more to the anthropomorphic ideas of ancient Greece and 
Rome. 

Yet in addition to all this there was one thing more that 
helped to make Byzantine art markedly distinctive, namely the 
Christian faith. Until the sixth centuiy the religious basis was 
subservient to some extent to imperialism of a Roman type, 
but in the age of Justinian the triumph of religion was secured, 
and the energies of this Emperor were concentrated on building 
and adorning numerous churches throughout the Empire, in- 
cluding one of the vastest and most glorious cathedrals of all 
time, while the Royal Palace remained little more than a 
conglomeration of detached halls and small apartments. The 
everyday life of the population was alike affected by religious 
concerns, and an historian records that in the bazaar discourses 
upon theological matters were indulged in by the tradesmen, 
who could hardly even sell a loaf of bread without entering 
into a discussion on the nature of the Trinity. By the following 
century this preoccupation with religious matters had assumed 
even more dominant proportions, for it was a religious dispute 
that racked the State for some 200 years, and not a political 
one. During the brilliant period between the ninth and the 
thirteenth centuries all the best art was of a religious character ; 
so much so, indeed, that we know practically no secular art of 
the time, and all the more important writings were theological. 
The Palaeologue age, again, is remembered primarily because 
of its churches and monastic foxmdations and the religious 
paintings or mosaics that decorate them. 

Christianity was thus not only one of the principal factors 
governing the development of Byzantine art ; it was also one of 
the most important in its creation. It moulded and influenced 
the art as a sculptor moulds his clay ; it set certain bounds upon 
the art which could never be transgressed; it dictated its form 
and limitations. Like the services and liturgies of the church, 
art was little affected by external events, and like the liturgy 
it developed from withhi, shaped by the nature of the frith it 
served. It sought to express the infinity of the Christian God, 
not the finite perfection of Greek thought. But in doing this, 
set forms were followed, and as time went on a very compli* 
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cated system of iconography was developed, which in its turn 
had an important influence on the subsequent character of 
art. The role of iconography, however, can hardly be dis- 
cussed under the heading of ‘origins’ ; it must be dealt with in 
connexion with the art in which it was primarily manifested, 
namely painting. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ARCHITECTURAL BACKGROUND 


T o unravel all the problems that beset the field of Byzantine 
architectural history or to provide sufficient material to enable 
the student to date at a glance any building on stylistic grounds, 
is not the purpose of this chapter. Its aim is rather that of an 
appreciation, and an attempt will be made to point out the 
main features of the developed Byzantine style, to show how 
the buildings served as a background for the other arts, and to 
summarize the history of the various architectural elements 
which played a part in the development of the style. But owing 
to the new forms and the new ^es of building which came 
into vogue with the triumph of Christianity, and owing to the 
diversity of influences which were at play, the subject is 
extremely controversial, and the principal theories which 
have been put forward with regard to the origins of these forms 
must first be considered. 

Any survey of Byzantine architecture must be devoted pri- 
marily to churches. Few secular buildings have survived, and 
from what we know of the finest of them, the Great Palace of 
the Emperors at Constantinople, it seems well-nigh certain that 
they presented no very important architectural features of 
their own. No palace in the western sense wzis ever built; like 
the Turkish Sultans, the Byzantine Emperors preferred a series 
of detached pavilions to a single edifice, and these pavilions 
were either of simple plan, where no particular arcliitectural 
problems arose, or were closely related to the churches, and 
so do not demand consideration apart. The walls of Constan- 
tinople again, though most spectacular, and in every way satis- 
factory from the structural point of view, present no truly 
architectural problems, and when once small scale vaults and 
arches had been developed the same is true of the cisterns; 
though they are to-day perhaps the most intriguing architec- 
tural remains in Constantinople, they again fall into a special 
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group which is outside the scope of this book.^ Private houses 
and monasteries again cannot be dealt with here ; practically 
no houses certainly of Bpantine date survive and the monas- 
teries, though many of them, more especially those of Athos, 
are amazingly spectacular, are also mostly comparatively late, 
and show Western influence to a greater or lesser degree. 

The whole area with which ^ve have to deal can be rough I v 
divided according to the material w'hich was employed for 
building purposes, since a rather different class of edifice W'as 
developed as a result of the use of brick to that which domi- 
nated in the areas where stone was more readily available. In 
the central and lowland regions, Constantinople, Greece, the 
Balkans, south-west Russia, southern Mesopotamia, and Egypt, 
bricks were thus the usual material, though stones were some- 
times used to reinforce them. In the uplands, Armenia, the 
Caucasus, Anatolia proper, Syria, Crete, and Cyprus, where 
good quarries were at hand, stone was universally used. In the 
later periods the use of the one material or the other produced 
a considerable effect on the decorative details of the edifice, 
even if the plans were the same. At an early date it seems that 
certain major features were equally affected by the material. 
Thus in Hellenistic Syria, where stone was universally em- 
ployed, the hemispherical dome was the rule, while in Sasanian 
Persia, where large bricks were used, the domes were of an 
ovoid form. The Syrian domes were either of wood or were 
built with the aid of centring; the Persian, like the \’aults, 
could be erected course by course without any additional sup- 
port, the large flat bricks being tilted backwards, so that each 
successive layer rested on the one below,^ 

Apart from such considerations dependent on material, the 
most satisfactory classification of buildings of a religious tj j^e 

1, For the walls see Van Millingen, Constantinople; the Walls of the Ci^ and 
adjoining Historical Sitesj London, 1899, and F. Krischen, Die Landmauer ron 
Konstantinopel, Berlin, 1938. For the cisterns and water supply see Dalman, 
Der Valens-Aquadukt in Konstantinopel, Bamberg, 1933, and Strzygowski and 
Forchemir, Die Byzantinischen Wasserbehdlter ron Konstantinopel, Wien, 1893. 

2. When further researches come to be made, the arrangement of the 
courses and the size and shape of the actual bricks will doubtless prove of 
considerable interest in tracing out the lines of connexion between the various 
regions where brick was used. 



^8 Bjzantine Art 

is on a basis of their plans, and in this respect four main groups 
may be distinguished. These are the b^ilica, the centralized 
building, the domed basilica, and the cruciform church. As 
time went on the basic plans peculiar to each type were most 
subtly combined and intermingled. Initially, however, each was 
distinct, and it will be best to begin by looking at them in turn 
in their simplest forms. 

I. The Basilica. The basilica was in use in the classical world 
long before Christian times, but whether it was first developed 
in die Hellenistic world or in Rome has given rise to some 
argument. It was, however, probably first in Rome that timber- 
roofed basilicas were first adopted to Christian usage, and the 
Christian ritual and the subsequent arrangement of the church 
interior owed quite a lot to the nature of the disposition of the 
basilical plan. For example, the inclusion of a throne at the end 
of the apse, for the use of the Bishop, was a pagan feature, taken 
over along with the basilical plan; it was, in the original basi- 
licas, the seat of the Judex. Such a disposition is still to be seen 
at Torcello, near Venice (rebuilt 1008), as well as in other 
churches of earlier date. In early times, again, the churches of 
basilical plan had apses at both ends, and though this disposition 
is not to be found in Byzantine architecture, it survived in the 
west, and became usual first in Carolingian architecture, and 
subsequently in the Ronoanesque architecture of southern 
Germany. La early times, a^in, the principal entrance was 
sometimes at the east instead of the west, but by the fourth or 
fifth century the western entrance had become usual. Rivoira 
maintains that the earliest instance of an eastern apse is that in 
the Basilica llrsiana at Ravenna (370-84), and in Constantine’s 
day in any case western apses were still quite usual. Thus the 
Constantinian church at Baalbek has three apses facing west, 
and the same Emperor’s church of the Holy Sepulchre at Jeru- 
salem had its main doors at the east.^ The idea of directing the 
church towards the east was, indeed, probably an oriental 
feature, and Strzygowski attributes it to Armenia, where he 
thinks it was usual in religious architecture owing to the feet 
that the Mazdaean cult had been universal since about £00 b.c. 

I, BivoixA, Loabmdic Architecturet London, 1910, n, p. 13, 
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Persia itself is perhaps a more likely source. But the marked 
absence of any systematic orientation in the early churches of 
Rome, where classical influence was always uppermost, sup- 
ports the theory that the idea of eastern orientation w^as of 
Eastern origin. But in the absence of early buildings on 
Armenian soil it seems unsafe to attribute too much to that 
country; it was probably the natural unification of new and old 
religious ideas that w^as taking place in Rome and all over the 
Hellenistic world that occasioned the adoption of such Eastern 
ideas by local architects, rather than the influence of actual 
plans or buildings from some outside region.^ 

Basilicas, with the characteristic three aisles divided by 
columns, were much in favour all over the Christian world 
during the first two or three centuries of official Christianity, 
for they were economical and simple to build, and at the same 
time held a large body of people. Marble columns could easily 
be looted from pagan buildings, while the construction of their 
wooden roofs presented no very complicated building prob- 
lems. Such basilicas were indeed set up in large numbers, often 
on the sites of houses or Mithraic sanctuaries where Christians 
had pre\iously gathered before the faith was officially accepted. 
There is a large series of them in Rome, and many are of great 
size and simple beauty. It was at Rome, more than anywhere, 
that this type of structure was developed, and it is there that 
the finest examples are to be seen to-day. 

Similar longitudinal structures were, however, also erected 
at an early date in Syria, but there stone or vaulted roofe took 
the place of the timber ones of Rome, with consequent modi- 
fications on the nature of the structure. With a wooden roof, 
for example, the columns could be slender and the walls light ; 
in order to support a masonry vault both had to be stout and 
strong. As a natural outcome the built pier was introduced 
to alternate with or take the place of the columns, as for 
instance in the fifth-century church of St Demetrius at 
Salonica. 

The influence of the synagogue on Christian orientation was also probably 
important. See Helen Rosenau, Design and Mediaeval Architecture, London, 
1534, ch. I. 
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A further development, which was entirely due to Christian 
architects, was the arcade, which took the place of the classical 
architrave, and resulted in the employment of a new kind of 
capital. The marble slab of the architrave could rest without 
difficulty on a small surface; the brick foundation of an arch 
required a more extensive form of support, and this was pro- 
vided by the use of an impost or second and more extended 
capital above the first one. The impost was shaped like a 
truncated pyramid, upside dovvn, and its face was decorated 
only with low relief ornament, so as not to weaken it in the 
way that the carving weakened a Corinthian capital. By the 
fifth or sixth centuiy the impost block above the capital “was 
in universal employment in buildings of every type; slightly 
later an impost capital was evolved, which combined the 
functions of the two in a single, wide-spreading capital, the 
ornament of which could not be undercut in the classical 
manner, since all the upper surface was required to support 
the mass of brick-work above it (see PL 41). The demands set 
upon sculpture by architecture here coincided with the turn 
which architectural ornament was taking independently in the 
course of the development of the new style which we know as 
Byzantine. 

Certain variations in the plans of these basilicas were made 
in the early centuries. Thus the usual three aisles were some- 
times increased to five; polygonal apses, as at Ravenna, some- 
times replaced the original semicircular ones; apsidal ter- 
minations were added to the side aisles, as well as to the main 
one. But beyond such features, the plan was incapable of much 
development. It was inevitably somewhat pedestrian, and was 
not wholly suited to Byzantine liturgical demands or to Byzan- 
tine esoteric thought, and with the end of the fifth century the 
plan began to fall out of favour except in Rome. Of later 
basilicas elsewhere those at Mesembria in Bulgaria and at 
Kalabaka in northern Greece are the most important. 

Before leaving this type of building, a primitive group, found 
only in northern Mesopotamia, mxist be briefly noted. The 
naves of the buildings of this group are disposed transversely, 
and as fer as plan is concerned the group stands apart. But all 
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of them have stone vaulted roofs, and as the stone vaulted roof 
replaced the timber one all over the upland of Anatolia, as 
opposed to the coastal belt, it is possible that the basilicas of 
that area, of conventional plan, owe something to those of the 
mountains of northern Mesopotamia, where the transverse 
nave is usual. In addition to the vaulted roofs, the churches of 
upland Asia Minor show certain other features which are not 
paralleled in the lowdand area or in the Roman world, notably 
a preference for side doors instead of a western entrance, and 
the presence of two tower-like chambers at the western end, 
instead of the classical atrium. It is probable that in this an old 
Hittite plan was followed. Indeed, what may be termed the 
Anatolian element in basilical construction was undoubtedly 
important, and it is high time that the monuments of Asia 
Minor should be re-examined, special attention being paid to 
the contribution of the upland area. Millet has shown that the 
influence of this area was a very vital one in Greece and the 
Balkans in full Byzantine times. ^ It was probably just as vital in 
the days of the formation of the Byzantine style. 

11 , The Centralized Building, The essential element in this 
group of buildings is the dome, but in early times two main 
groups may even so be distinguished : that where the building is 
of circular plan, and that where it is scjuare. These may be 
considered in turn, though the second group is the more in- 
teresting and the more important. 

Round buildings were in feirly common use as pagan mauso- 
leums. Hitherto their origin has usually been attributed to 
Rome, and it is true that the earliest dated examples are to be 
found there. But recent discoveries in the East, most notably 
at Pergamon and Constantinople, show lhat large circular 
buildings were known there at an early date also, so that the 
idea of posing a masoniy dome over a drum may as easily 
be an invention of the Hellenistic as of the Roman mind.^ The 
most important instance of the type, however, is undoubtedly 
the Pan^eon at Rome, founded by Agrippa in 27 b.c., but 

X . G. Millet, Vtcole grecque dans V architecture fyzantiney Paris, 19x6. 

2. See D. Talbot Rice, ‘New Light on the Circular Domed Building’,, 
Seventh International Congress of fyrzantine Studies, Palermo, 1951. 
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reconstructed more or less in its present form hj Hadrian 
between a.d. 120 and 124. The plans of these round buildings 
in East and West alike have a great deal in common, and 
wherever they originated, they must have been closely related. 
Subsequently they gave birth to a considerable number of later 
and smaller variants, the most important of which is probably 
the mausoleum in Diocletian’s Palace at Spalato (early fourth 
century). 

With the adoption of Christianity, buildings of circular plan 
were soon exploited in the service of the new faith, and a 
number of variations on the theme, some of them quite elab- 
orate, were produced between the fourth and sixth centuries.^ 
The first in date was Sta Costanza at Rome (3 24-6), where the 
dome is supported on an inner rotunda of columns, surroxmded 
by a circular aisle, the vaulted roof of which serves to buttress 
the inner rotunda most effectively. Next is Constantine’s 
church of the Resurrection at Jerusalem (327-3^), where an 
inner circle on columns is surrounded by an octagon. In the 
next stage of development an inner octagon is enclosed within 
an outer one, as in the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem (69 1 ). 
The final elaboration was achieved apparently simultaneously in 
Italy and in Byzantium at the time of Jxistinian in the churches 
of San Vitale at Ravenna (5’26— 47) and SS. Sergius and Bacchus 
at Constantinople (^26— 37). In the latter there is an octagon 
to uphold the dome, which is in turn enclosed in a square. 
Both of these buildings are of great beauty and show a new 
appreciation of architectmal ornament in their decoraticm. 

ADied to this group are certain other buildings where the 
dcHne stands on four piers, with an apse-like construction on 
each of the four sides. On the basis of the church at Zwarth- 
notz (641 ) in Armenia, which is of this type, Strzygowski ori- 
ginally held that this was an Armenian form, but excavations 
by Crowfoot have shown that the Cathedral at Bosra in Syria 
(^12-13) was of the same type,^ and it would seem probable 

1. The evolution of the plan has been fully studied by K. A. C. Creswell, 
Early Muslim Architectarcy Oxford, 1932, i, p. 72. 

2. PreliminaTy Report on Excavations at Bosra, Palestine Exploration Fund 
■Quarter^, 1936, 
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that the idea was a Syrian one, and that it spread to Armenia 
from there. Indeed, the role of Syria was very important so 
far as the evolution of centralized buildings was concerned, 
and it must be borne in mind that the Dome of the Rock, the 
culmination of the evolution in point of size and grandeur, 
though erected by a Moslem patron, was set up at an age when 
Islamic art as such had not yet been formulated, in a country 
which until a few years before had been an important part of 
the Byzantine Empire. 

But however elaborate these constructions, they were still 
limited with regard to the ground plan, and it was only when 
some means of placing the circular base of a dome upon a 
square or rectangular ground plan had been devised that really 
extensive developments were possible. Architects seem to have 
been preoccupied with solving this problem all over the nearer 
East in the first centuries of Christendom, and it is with regard 
to the area in which the problem was first overcome that some 
of the bitterest controversy of all archaeology or art-history 
has raged since the early years of this century. Thus certain 
authorities, most notably Rivoira in the last generation and 
Swift in this, would assign the honour to Italy; others, most 
notably Creswell, fevour the Hellenistic world, and Syria in 
particular; others, vsdth Strzygowski as their prophet, favoiu: 
the East, especially Persia and Armenia. The problems are 
extremely complicated, and the evidence is still fer from com- 
plete, but it would seem that the answer depends to a great 
extent on the means of transition from the square plan of the 
base to the circle of the dome, for two quite distinct mediods 
were used, the one usually called the pendentive and the other 
the squinch. The former consists of a triangular-shaped section 
of a dome which fills up the comer of the square and so trans- 
forms it into a circle (Fig. i ), the latter is a small arch spanning 
the comer of the square, and so converting it into an octagon, 
on to which the circular base of the dome could be conveni- 
ently fitted. 

Everything goes to suggest that the squinch was an Eastern 
invention, for the earliest surviving example is in the Sasanian 
palace of Firuzabad in Persia, which is almost certainly to be 
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FIG . I. - The spherical triangle pendentive. 


dated to the third century, and the system was considerably 
developed by the Sasanian builders. According to Strzygowski, 
it was first evolved thanks to the inspiration of wooden proto- 
types, wooden dome-like roofs being formed by corbelling, 
that is to say, by placing beams across the comers of a square, 
and then over the comers of the octagon so formed, until some- 
thing approaching a circle was arrived at. Wooden domes of 
this tjpe, he thinks, were used in the Altai region, and from 
there the idea spread to Persia, to be elaborated in brick and 
stone. For Strzygowski, Armenia played an important part in 
the development of this idea, but the buildings that survive 
there are all of fairly late date, and though interesting, are 
not to be regarded as of fundamental importance. 

The pendentive, on the other hand, was not known in Persia, 
and though it occurs in Armenia, it would not seem to be 
indigenous there. Nor is Rivoira’s case for Rome very con- 
vincing, for Creswell has shown that the earliest example he 
cites, the Domus Augustana (a.d. 8$), was roofed with a 
domical vault and not with a true pendentive. The case for 
Syria, on the other hand, is far better substantiated, for 
examples survive at Amman, Jerash, and Samaria from the 
second or early third century, and it is probable that the idea 
was carried from there to Byzantium, to Italy, and to Armenia.^ 
Recently, however, Egypt has been brought into the discussion, 
for examples there, though on a small scale, are probably as early 

I. The case for Syria has been adnnirably put by Creswell, Early Muslim 
Architecture^ l. 
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as the Syrian ones.^ But the two areas were in close contact, 
and both are equally associated 'with the Hellenistic, rather 
than with the Roman or the Eastern spheres. 

Though the pendentive w'as the more efficient solution 
architecturally speaking, and found greater favour with the 
Byzantine architects, the squinch continued to be used both in 
Italy and the B)^antine w^orld, and the Baptistry of Soter at 
Naples (465'-8 i) or the great church of the monastery of 
Hosios Lukas, near Delphi (1000-102^), may be cited as 
examples. It was the pendentive, however, that was used in the 
main by Justinian’s architects, notably in the greatest triumph 
of Byzantine architecture, Sancta Sophia at Constantinople. 

When once the possibility of placing the dome over the 
square base had been realized, a wide series of elaborations of 
building plans opened up before the architect’s eyes. Thus the 
square could be extended in one or more of four directions, 
and a plan could be envisaged which was of greater interest and 
significance than a mere rectangle. In fact, a cruciform building, 
with the crossing topped by a dome, had a particidar appeal 
to the more mystical aspect of Christian teaching, for it com- 
bined the symbol of the faith wdth the emotional experience 
which a dome automatically inspires, and from Jxistinian’s 
time onwards the nature of the building itself and the ideas of 
the faith to which it was consecrated developed alongside one 
another. But from the architectural point of view the subse- 
quent story of Byzantine building is really that of variations on 
the theme of dome over square. 

The possible variations on this theme are admirably illus- 
trated by a series of fifth and sixth century churches in Armenia, 
most of which were originally published by Strzygowski. Thus 
the simplest variant, the apse-buttressed square, appears at 
Mastara (6^0) and Artik (seventh century) (Fig. 2). In the 
church of St Hripsimeh at Etchmiadzin (618) angle chambers 
appear as well as the apse buttresses (Fig. 3). But these 
Armenian examples, though they illustrate admirably the 

I, In the shrine of St Menas, to be dated between 400 and 410. See J. B. 
Ward Perkins, ‘The Shrine of St Menas at Maryut’, Tapers of the British School 
at Borne, xvn, 1949, p. 57* 

B.A. C 
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TIG, 2.- Armenia, Artik Cathedral. Plan (seventh century). 



FIG. 3. — Armenia, Etchmiadzin, St Hripsimeh. Plan (618). 


various stages of evolution, are all late in date, and there are 
earlier, if less clearly developed, instances in Syria. The 
Praetoriu m at Mus mi yah is tfa^§ , with 

\aulg to rpof jhe Mausoleum of 

Galla Placidia at Ravenna (440) follows the same plan at a 
later date. 

Perhaps the most important elaboration of the dome re- 
sulted from Its association with the basilical plan, and the 
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earliest examples of this idea seem to be associated with Asia 
Minor, for there are churches of the type at Bin bir Kilisse, 
Sivri Hissar and Meriamlik; all would seem to belong to the 
fifth centuryA It was also in Asia Minor that vaults were exten- 
sively used for churches of basilical plan, and the transition 
from this to dome, or, more often, a combination of the tw^o, 
was natural. But it must not be forgotten that longitudinal 
chambers of large scale which were roofed with vaidts were 
known in the great baths and palaces of Rome in imperial times, 
and these must also have played an important part in the 
development of early Christian architecture. 

Wherever the idea originated, however, it was in Constan- 
tinople that the first really important domed basilicas were set 
up; the church of St Irene was the earliest of them (5'32). Its 
plan is fairly simple, for it shows what is virtually a basilica at 
ground level, though the central aisle is unusually wide (Fig. 4). 
Above, however, instead of the usual timber roof or barrel 
vault there are two domes end to end, each set on pendentives 
above great transverse arches. 

Justinian’s cathedral of Sancta Sophia (53 2-7) represents a 
further and more experimental development of this idea. Below 
the basilical plan is still preserved, though the central aisle is 
even wider them in St Irene ; above there is a single vast dome 
at the centre; length is given by the addition of large semi- 
domes at east and west, which serve simultaneously to roof the 
space below and to buttress the great central dome itself 
(Fig. 5). Discussion has once more raged as to how this idea 
of buttressing the main dome with semi-domes was first con- 
ceived. Strzygowski regards the semi-domes as elaborations of 
the niche-buttresses which were usual in Armenia; the pro- 
tagonists of Hellenistic origins regard them as developments of 
the niches which appear in the walls of the great circular 
martyria or in many of the stone buildings of Syria ; Diehl and 
others think that they were arrived at by bisecting, as it were, 
a domed building of centralized plan like SS. Sergius and 

1 . W. M, Ramsay and G. L. Bell, The Thousand and One Churches, London, 
1909. E. Herzfeld and S. Guyer, ‘MeiyamHk imd Kotykos’, in Monumenta 
Asiae Minoris Antiqua, UI, Mandiester, 1930, p. 74. 
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FIG, £. - Constantinople, Sancta Sophia. Plan (5^3 2-7). 


Bacchus, and enlaiging it upwards and lengthways by pushing 
out the ends, filling the intermediary area wdth columns, and 
imposing a new and larger dome above the bisected ends. 
Millet, taking a less complicated and more common-sense view, 
believes that Sancta Sophia represents the result of a synthesis of 
the various ideas known at the time. His is the most plausible 
explanation of the evolution of the plan, for the elements 
belonging to the square building topped by a dome, the 
columned longitudinal basilica, and the free-cross t\pe are all 
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combined together, and all of them are seen at once in the 
interior of Sancta Sophia (Pi. i). Such a synthesis would natur- 
ally arise in the mind of an architect of intelligence who was 
familiar with buildings of the various types. But only a genius 
could have produced from such diverse elements a building 
which was in itself so definite a unity as Sancta Sophia, and 
which was not only to mark a stage in the history of architec- 
ture, but was also to survive for some fourteen hmidred years 
as the most glorious representative of its class. Nothing exactly 
similar, as large, or as fine as Sancta Sophia was ever built again 
in the Byzantine world, but we can trace the influence of the 
great cathedral in numerous churches, like Sancta Sophia at 
Salonica (sixth century) or the church of the Assumption at 
Nicaea, now destroyed. In the sixteenth and seventeenth 
century again the magnificent series of mosques built by the 
Turks in Constantinople and the neighbourhood also owed 
much to the Byzantine model. 

A number of other plans were also developed by Justinian's 
architects, the most important of which was probably that 
known as the five-domed plan. The buildings of this group are 
cruciform, with one dome at the crossing, and one on each of 
the four arms of the cross. The most important building of the 
type was Justinian's church of the Holy Apostles at Constan- 
tinople (^36-46) ; it was copied in numerous other places, but 
the most important surviving example is St Mark's at Venice 
(io 63--^£). The church of the Holy Apostles was destroyed by 
the Turks to make room for the mosque of Fatih. The plan also 
penetrated to the West, for it was followed in the twelfth- 
century church of St Front at Perigueux.^ The fiive-domed 
type of church is the most important of the multiple-domed 
types ; it must be distinguished firom a later variety, especially 
common on Mount Athos, where one dome tops the crossing 
and others the side chapels, but not the actual arms of the 
cross. A good example of this group of rather later date is to 
be seen in the church of the Holy Apostles at Salonica. 

1. The domed churches of southern France constitute an interesting group. 
They must have been inspired by Byzantine originals, but the route by which 
the influence was conveyed is by no means certain. 
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Even if Sancta Sophia at Salonica and a few other buildings are 
close to Sancta Sophia at Constantinople in that they are build- 
ings whose interiors represent a great spatial unit}', this concep- 
tion passed out of fashion soon after the days of Justinian, and 
later Byzantine churches were universally of far more modest 
proportions. In addition their plans tended to become more and 
more complicated as time went on. But the idea of a three- 
aisled, longitudinal building was never lost sight of, and a 
cruciform upper structure was in some way or another in- 
variably imposed upon it. The general tendency of later struc- 
tures was to add numerous small chapels and subsidiaiy struc- 
tures to this basic essential. These additions follow no veiy set 
plan ; but the main structure almost always follows one of two 
formulas, the free-standing or the obscured cross plan. In the 
former the transepts project and the cross is at once \isible; 
the church of theKapnikaria at Athens serves as a good example, 
though chapels have been built into the spaces between the 
arms of the cross. In the latter the chapels betw^een the arms 
form an essential part of the structure, so that below the build- 
ing appears to be square. But above the arms of the cross are 
carried up rather higher, so that the cruciform plan is visible at 
roof level, though not on the groimd. The tenth century 
church of the Myrelaion at Constantinople may be cited as an 
example. 

A number of variations in the manner of construction in 
churches of both groups appear to be associated with locality 
rather than with the different groups. Thus in Constantinople 
and the places most nearly dependent, Salonica and Mount 
Athos especially (Fig. 6), the dome was usually supported on 
four columns, whereas in Greece, Anatolia, and Armenia there 
were two columns to the west, while at the east the two walls 
of the apse were carried forward to take the place of the other 
pair of columns. It was probably as a result of this that the 
horseshoe apse was arrived at, for it was automatically pro- 
duced when the extremities of the walls had to be widened to 
do duty as columns to uphold the dome above. This is not the 
only feature in which die churches of Greece show Eastern 
affinities, and Millet, in his detailed analysis of the Greek 
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FIG . 6. — A typical church on Mount Athos, 


schools, has proved that they are generally more closely akin 
to those of Anatolia than to those of Constantinople. 

From the tenth century onwards no completely new plans 
were evolved, but churches imderwent considerable develop- 
ments in structural detail, and more especially with regard to 
decorative treatment. There was a general tendency towards 
an increase in height and a reduction in the scale of the groimd 
plan in proportion. The windows were elongated, till they 
became long niches in the walls (PL la). Carved stone 
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closure slabs were often fitted into the lower extremities. The 
domes were set upon taller and taller drums as time proceeded^ 
and the exteriors ^vere richly decorated with ornamental 
brickw'ork or stonework, to give a mosaic-like effect, and 
blank arcading was extensively employed ; glazed vessels were 
in later days sometimes bmlt into the walb to add colour to 
the masonry; in Bulgaria it appears that special ‘plates^ were 
made for die purpose, which retained form of plates, 
though their bases were never finished ofiF, so that they could 
never have been used on a table. They offer an interesting 
instance of conservatism in art, an old form being retained for 
a new use, to which it was really not veiy well adapted. 

Churches in which one or more of these later developments 
are to be seen exist all over the Byzantine world. Blank arcad- 
ing was thus extensively developed in Bulgaria, as for example 
at Timovo and Mesembria, as well as in Constantinople; the 
church of the Virgin Pammakaristos in the latter city affords an 
excellent example (131^; PI. ih). Decorative brickwork 
was much used in Greece ; there are lovely examples at Mistra^ 
but the church of the Holy Apostles at Salonica affords an 
especially attractive example (1312). But nowhere, perhaps, 
are there finer late Byzantine churches than on Mount 
Athos, where a distinctive plan, with long double nave and 
large outer transverse narthex, was developed to suit the 
demands of the monastic communities. The plan of a typical 
Athonite church is illustrated in Fig. 6. Here again the exteriors 
were usually quite elaborately decorated, and, like the rest of 
later Byzantine architecture, a marked contrast is to be seen 
with earlier work, where the outsides were almost always 
extremely plain. This love of external decoration seems to 
have developed as time went on, and in the fifteenth century 
the exteriors were quite often adorned with paintings. It is 
possible that this idea was of Eastern origin, for the interesting 
Armenian church on the island of Achthamar on Lake Van 
(9 1 £-2 1 ) was sculptxired all over outside, and churches in the 

I , The earliest tall drums occur in Armenia, and even if all that Strzygowski 
attributes to that kntd is exaggerated, it is feirly certain that the idea of the 
tall drum came to the Byzantine world from there. 
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region of Trebizond were in part sculptured and in part 
painted. From there the idea perhaps travelled to central 
Russia on the one hand and to Rumania on the other, where the 
painted exteriors were especially popular. There the churches 
were built of brick, and the exteriors were plastered and then 
painted with biblical scenes, just like the interiors. The idea 
was never adopted in Constantinople. In Russia the most im^ 
portant churches v^dth external decoration are those of Yurie v- 
Polskij (1230-4) and Vladimir (1190), both stone-built 
churches with carved decoration. 

A few other features of general interest may be noted. Thus 
open portices were a late feature, which was probably adopted 
from the West. Bell towers are a late feature, for in the 
Orthodox East the service was announced by a rhythmical 
beating on a wooden bar, the symantron.^ The idea must again 
have been introduced from the West. But essentially Byzan- 
tine is the love of dim but very elaborately decorated inte- 
riors. Columns of the finest marble, piers, and walls covered 
below with polished marble slabs and above with mosaics or 
\vall-pain tings, capitals delicately sculptured, a profusion of 
church furniture, and an elaborate iconostasis separating the 
eastern sanctuary from the body of the church are all features 
which were developed in the Byzantine world. Indeed, it is 
hardly possible to think of a Byzantine interior without wall- 
paintings and iconostasis, for the painted picture was a very 
essential feature in the liturgy, and the iconostasis was in 
fact a sort of frame on to which additional pictures could be 
attached. In early times it vras of stone, and was compara- 
tively modest in size, but by the twelfth century wood had 
generally replaced stone, and the iconostasis had been increased 
considerably in height, and to it was affixed tier above tier of 
painted panels, or icons, showing Christ and the Virgin and 
the more important Saints below, and certain essential scenes 
of the New Testament story above, with at the siimmit the 


I. The earliest detached bell tower in the west is probably that at St 
Martin’s at Tours, which is dated 470. There are sixth-century examples at 
Ravenna, but towers were not usual before the ninth century. 
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Crucifixion.^ In the area immediately to the west of the icono- 
stasis was placed an ambon or pulpit of carv'ed wood, with 
car\’ed reading desks on either side ; to the east was the altar, 
covered by a ciborium or canopy on four columns. In appro- 
priate shrines reliquaries, set in gorgeous frames of jewelled 
metal- work or enamel, were preserved; and the general note 
was one of richness and luxurj\ The rich vestments of the 
clergy completed the scene. Massive doors of wrought bronze 
or carved wood secured the entrance. 

The larger Orthodox churches of to-day in Greece or the 
Balkans retain something of this magnificence, but in general 
omateness has often taken the place of a more profound gran- 
deur, and in general it must be left to the imagination to 
recreate an impression of the original glory. The architectural 
structure, however, really constituted the basis of all this. It 
served not so much to house the pictures and the treasures, as 
to envelop them like a superb garment. The glory of the one 
enhanced the glory of the other ; separate, their perfection was 
apparent ; combined it was well-nigh overwhelming. 
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BYZANTINE MOSAICS 


In this chapter we will be mainly concerned with wall mosaics 
showing figure subjects of Christian character. Though figures 
often formed part of the decoration of floor mosaics in Roman 
and Hellenistic times, these were of pagan character, and the 
story of such mosaics belongs to a different chapter in the his- 
toiy of art. Attention must, however, be dra\m to a number of 
pavements laid between about 300 and ££o, notably those at 
Antioch and in the Great Palace at Constantinople, for even 
if their subject-matter belongs to a pagan repertory, the style 
is already to some extent Bj'zantine, and it is possible that the 
animals and hunting scenes depicted on many of them may 
even have had an esoteric Christian significance, in that they 
were designed to depict the Christian paradise.^ But even 
if this was the case, such pavements appear to have been 
more generally associated with houses and palaces than with 
churches, and in the latter pavements were usually in another 
technique, where small shaped pieces of marble fit one with 
the other to compose a pattern which is in the main geometric, 
even if small animals and birds are sometimes included. Work 
of this type is designated by the name ‘opus Alexandrinum’ or 
‘opus sectile’; the latter is a more delicate, the former a 
bolder form. 

The earliest use of mosaics in a vertical position for wall 
decoration was probably at Pompeii, but any that have been 
found there or in similar sites are on a small scale, appearing in 
niches only, and it was really only after the adoption of Chris- 
tianity as the ofiScial faith that fhe possibility of mosaic as a 

I. See E. Kitzinger, in Dumbarton Oah Tapers, No. 6, Harvard, 19^1. Other 
floors are however of a conservative character and have no Christian con- 
notation. See Doro Levi, Antioch Mosmc Pavements, Princeton, 1947, The 
Great Palace of the Byzantine Emperors (Walker Trust Excavations) Vol. l, 
Oxford, 1947, and Vol. n, Edinburgh, i9S’8, and B. Pace, I Mosaici di Piazza 
Armerina, Rome, 19^^. 
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covering for walls or vaults came to be ftilly exploited. At first 
the conch of the apse w’as the place most usually adorned, and 
in many of the later basilicas of Rome or Ravenna it was still 
only in the apse that the mosaics were placed. But the earliest 
mosaics in a Christian building that survive, those in Sta Co- 
stanza at Rome, cover the vaults, and by the fifth century whole 
w^all faces were also being adorned. A large series of scenes 
could be set up on the flat wall surfaces, and as time went on 
these scenes tended to become a more and more important part 
of the church decoration. It was there that the Bible story was 
unfolded for the faithful to follow, while the more sacred 
figures of the Christian story were placed above, on the vaults, 
or later, in the domes. It became the custom to adorn all the 
richer churches in this way ; in the poorer ones paintings took 
the place of mosaics. Mosaics remained popular until the 
Empire became so impoverished that patrons were no longer 
able to sustain the immense expense of furnishing a mosaic 
decoration for a whole building. Throughout the long period 
from the foxirth to the fourteenth century, mosaics were things 
of primary importance, and it is to them that the highest place 
must be assigned in a study of Byzantine art, just as it is to 
sculpture in ancient Greece and to panel painting in Renais- 
sance Italy that the student turns when in search of the charac- 
teristic and most accomplished art. 

The fundamentally religious character of Byzantine art as a 
whole has already been stressed, and it has been suggested that 
the greatest achievement in architecture for which the Byzan- 
tines were responsible was the development of a plan suited 
above any other to the demands of the Orthodox faith. The 
decoration of the buildings was concentrated inside, in oppo- 
sition to the practice of the classical world, where the most 
important decoration was without. In concentrating the decora- 
tion inside the building in this way the idea at the back of the 
artist’s and of the patron’s mind seems to have been twofold. 
First, he sought to glorify God by beautifying his house and by 
dedicating to him the most sumptuous offering in his power. 
Secondly, he sought to instruct those who were illiterate or 
who were not sufficiently well equipped to understand the 
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purpose of the ritual, hy placing before them a series of pic- 
tures which would make clear to them the story of the Bible 
without the necessity of reading, and which would enable them 
to follow the ritual of the actual service with their eyes as well 
as with their ears. The first full series of such doctrinal mosaics 
was probably that set up in the church of the Holy Apostles, 
built by Justinian at Constantinople between 5-36 and 5-46. 
These mosaics have perished, but panels showing scenes from 
the Bible of a similar narrative character and which must have 
been very closely akin in appearance survive on the walls of 
Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo at Ravenna (^20-6); they illustrate 
practically the whole of our Lord’s life, scene by scene. 

In addition to the dedicatory and doctrinal intentions, it is 
also possible to discern a certain desire to overawe the specta- 
tor by means of an inconceivable splendour which would, when 
combined with the impression produced by the chanting, the 
vestments, and the wealth of relics, leave him spellbound and 
astounded. Indeed, the records tell us that this impression was 
a normal one, and it is probable that it was to some extent 
thanks to the impression produced by the interior of Sancta 
Sophia on the Russians sent by Vladimir to report on the nature 
of the Orthodox faith that he chose that faith, rather than 
Catholicism, Judaism, or Islam for the new state he was found- 
ing in Rtissia (see p. 233). 

The interiors of the later churches were entirely covered 
with mosaics or paintings portraying Christ, the Virgin, or the 
Saints, or illustrating particular scenes of the Bible ; where the 
space was too small for figures or scenes, lovely decorative 
patterns were set up. Every advantage was taken of the archi- 
tectural frame afforded by the building, for the numerous 
semi-domes, niches, and curves of Byzantine architecture 
afforded admirable opportunity for the scintillating lights and 
colours of the material to play a full part ; for, though admir- 
able enough on a flat wall, as we see at Ravenna, mosaics have 
an additional beauty when set on a curved surface. In such a 
position die cubes take up and reflect the light with an effect that 
is ever changing and which in itself alone is of the rarest beauty. 

When once Byzantine art had been developed, certain 
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scenes and certain figures tended to become identified with par- 
ticular parts of the wall surface almost as much because of the 
way that they could be adapted to fit each given area as because 
of liturgical claims. Often indeed the two seemed to syn- 
chronize the one with the other in an almost mysterious way. 
Thus, following the dictates of liturgy, the more sacred figures 
were placed in the tipper parts of the building. But no more 
appropriate place for Christ could be de\dsed than the Dome, 
nor for the Virgin than the conch of the apse. The great bust 
of the Pantocrator at Daphni (PI. iia) or die lovely tall figure 
of the Virgin in the apse at Nicaea or Torcello are among the 
greatest glories of all art, not only because of their quality, 
but also because of the subtle way in which these figures are 
fitted to the areas they adorn. Similarly the portraits of the 
four Evangelists were often set in the four pendentives of the 
dome (PL 9); not only w^ere they ideally suited to the shape 
of the triangular pendentive, but also they corresponded 
admirably with the demands of the liturgy, for it was in every 
way appropriate that they should be placed in close association 
with the figure of Christ, whose life they had recorded, and 
whose most intimate companions they had been. Lower down, 
upon the actual walls, the scenes of our Lord’s life were por- 
trayed, where they could be easily seen by the congregation, 
and where flat spaces were available for their showing. At the 
lowest level of all more mundane figures, the Fathers of the 
Church, the general hierarchy of Saints, and so on, occupied 
the wall space nearest to the ground, and consequently in 
closest association with everyday life. Yet once again the tall 
figures formed an admirable part of a subtle artistic composi- 
tion, for they served to uphold the more varied and elaborate 
scenes above and to give proportion and balance to the whole 
interior. Their importance purely from the point of view of 
composition is attested by the fact that throughout the Renais- 
sance similar standing figures were often employed at the 
bottom of a picture of such a scene as the Resurrection or the 
Assumption to enhance its beauty and mystery, and at the same 
time to give balance to the picture and to give weight to the 
deep significance of the scene portrayed. 
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All these developments, of course, came slowly, and the 
story of the evolution of Christian mosaics is just as compli- 
cated as that of Christian architecture. A number of distinct 
and to some extent conflicting influences were thus at play. 
Of these the Hellenic and the Semitic were probably the most 
important. The one favoured a refined, balanced, premedi- 
tated and idealistic type of art; it knew the rudiments of true 
perspective, and was attached to ‘antique’ models. The art of 
the other sought to express a significant idea rather than to 
please ; it was forceful and assertive, expressive in conception, 
and favoured vivid, impressive colouring ; figures were repre- 
sented frontally, there was no attempt at illusion or true per- 
spective ; harsh realism took the place of idealism. The one art 
looked upon Christ as a charming, youthful figure - almost as 
the Apollo of Greek mythology. The other represented him as 
an awesome, bearded personage, possessed of all the mysterious 
majesty of one of the old Semitic gods of Assyria. Linked with 
this tradition we find the use of vertical perspective, where 
scenes in the background are placed above those in the fore- 
ground, without any reduction in size, or of false perspective, 
where certain figures are enlarged because of their greater 
importance. The two trends, the Hellenic and the Semitic, 
were continually at variance, yet at the same time they contin- 
ually mingled one with the other, and the presence of both can 
be traced until the very end of Byzantine art. But in the greatest 
masterpieces something of the best was culled from each, and 
the two diverse elements were blended, thanks to Byzantine 
genius, to form a subtle yet forceful whole, which could never 
have been achieved had only one of the influences been at work. 

These are the main trends: Hellenic grace, Semitic signi- 
ficance; and the two were blended and attuned to the service 
of Christianity, thanks to Byzantine taste. But the role of one 
further element from the art of the past must also be noted, 
namely that of the non-representational art of the East. The 
importance of art of a more abstract character, where human 
or indeed, living, figures were only employed as parts of a 
decorative pattern, was veiy considerable in the East, notably 
in Persia and Mesopotamia, and it had even affected the Ronaan 
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world, along with a good many other elements from the eastern 
area which need not be discussed here. Strzygowski even goes 
so far as to explain the non-representational character of the 
mosaics on the vaults of Sta Costanza at Rome (Pi. 3) as the 
result of Eastern influence, but if this was indeed so, the 
influence must have penetrated a long time before the period 
at which the mosaics were set up (326-37), for as they stand 
they are essentially Roman in style. 

Eastern trends, however, are exemplified for Strzygowski 
not only in purely non-representational and decorative com- 
positions like those of the Sta Costanza mosaics, but also in 
others where the landscape background has a symbolic signi- 
ficance and takes on a role as important as that of the figures ; 
such elements as clouds, water, or the earth, and such figures 
as the phoenix or sheep in a flowered background are, for him, 
part of an elaborate Eastern symbolism, taken over by the 
Romans, and later by Christianity, from the old religious 
beliefs of Mesopotamia. A good example is offered by the apse 
of SS. Cosmas and Damian in Rome, where clouds and water 
form the background, and where sheep appear in a row below 
(PL 5), It is hardly justifiable to go as far as Strzygowski and 
assert that all the early mosaics of Rome were of this character, 
but it is fair to say that Mazdaean symbolism was certainly one 
of the elements from which the repertory of early Christian 
art was enriched. A love of symbolism was kept alive in the 
Byzantine mind by contacts vrith the East, and it is worthy of 
note that when a dynasty of Eastern origin came to the throne 
in the iconoclast period figural art was precluded, and sym- 
bolism of a non-representational type held sway for a century 
or more. 

In studying the mosaics of the Byzantine world two periods 
of primaiy importance have hitherto been distinguished, the 
first from the fourth to the seventh centuries, the second from 
the ninth to the twelfth ; the two are separated by the icono- 
clast age. Recent research, however, suggests that anyhow in 
secular work the iconoclast age was perhaps not so barren 
from the artistic point of view as was at one time believed, 
and the mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus (c. 7 1 5-), set 
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up for a Moslem patron, the Caliph al Walid, show to what a 
high degree of beauty a composition could attain in which no 
figures at all are present (PL 8). Again, some of the most 
beautiful of all the mosaics that survive, those in Kariye 
Camii at Constantinople, are to be assigned to the fourteenth 
century, as are other works in Constantinople, of which only 
fragments survive. The fourteenth century, in fact, seems to 
have been one of the most glorious ages of mosaic production, 
and it should not be dismissed in the summary terms that have 
been applied to it by certain writers of the last generation, 
notably Peirce and Tyler, in their Byzantine Art, 

In the first age Rome, Ravenna, and Salonica were the most 
important centres - or rather, it is in those cities that the most 
important mosaics of the early centuries survive to-day. The 
mosaics may be divided into two main groups, the one where 
classical feeling was uppermost, the other where the Byzantine 
style had already developed and become predominant. Between 
the extremes of these groups there are naturally a number of 
intermediary examples, and the dividing line is at times well- 
nigh imperceptible. Often the change towards the Byzantine 
spirit had gone a long way in a part of the work, while in an- 
other part it had hardly begun. This is clearly to be seen, for 
example, in San Vitale at Ravenna, where the Christ in the 
apse is the youthful beardless figure of classical art, whereas the 
portrait groups of Justinian and Theodora are completely 
Byzantinized, and owe a greater debt to the Eastern than to 
the Roman heritage. In general, however, the old classical ele- 
ments were perhaps more to the fore in Rome than elsewhere. 

In Rome there are four churches which contain decorations 
of major importance. Of these Sta Costanza (324-6), a 
rotunda surrounded by a ring, was probably originally the most 
elaborate. The mosaics which adorned the dome no longer 
survive, but we know something of them from drawings and 
descriptions. They showed scenes from the Bible, principally 
from the Old Testament, which were boimded by a river at 
the outside. In this Strzygowski saw Mazdaean influence; 
Eastern traits were no doubt present, though the composition 
and iconography as a whole owed a good deal more to Roman 
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art. The mosaics that sur\'ive on the vaults of the surrounding 
ring are more definitely Roman. The vault is divided into 
eight compartments, the eastern one now being bare, and the 
western occupied by a simple geometric composition; the 
compartments opposite one another at the sides have identical 
designs, increasing in elaboration and quality from west to east, 
so that the sacred character of the edifice is stressed by the 
disposition of the decoration. The work is all of the highest 
quality, and the colouring harmonious and subtle though pale. 
Characteristic of the early date is the white background ; later 
we see blue, and later still gold invariably employed. This 
white background, and the Roman character of the designs, 
tends to intensify the classical appearance of these mosaics. 
Mosaics in the conches of niches in the outer wall are more 
Byzantine, for they not only show Christian scenes, but the 
figures are tall and elongated in the characteristic Byzantine 
manner. Further, gold tesserae are here used with great effect 
to bring out the high-lights. These mosaics were set rather 
later than those of the vault, for they belong to the fifth cen- 
tury, at which date the building became a baptistery. They have 
subsequently been much restored. 

The apse mosaic of Sta Pudenziana (384-5) shows our Lord 
enthroned between SS. Peter and Paul, who each head a group 
of five Apostles. There are also two female figures, one on 
either side, who represent the Ecclesia ex Circumcisione 
(crowning Peter) and the Ecclesia ex Gentibus (crowning Paul). 
Behind the figures is an elaborate architectural composition, 
which appears to copy a manuscript model, though the ultimate 
source of such backgroimds is to be found in the architecture- 
scapes of Pompeiian and Alexandrine wall-painting. A similar 
model must have served for the rather later mosaics of St 
George at Salonica. Both are of outstanding beauty . The compo- 
sition of those in Sta Pudenziana is one of the finest that sur- 
vive in Rome ; the technical quality and colouring of those in 
St George at Salonica are unsurpassed. They are particularly im- 
portant for, though battered, they have not suffered from inept 
restorations, as have nearly all the mosaics of Rome and Ravenna. 
They perhaps date from as early as the reign of Thedosios I 
( 379 - 5 ^)* 
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In Sta Maria Maggiore there are mosaics in the apse, on the 
triumphal arch in front of the apse, and on a number of iso- 
lated panels now set at a high level along the nave walls. The 
technique is impressionist, the backgrounds are of the light 
colour characteristic of early work as a whole, and the mosaics 
are close to the antique in style; there must have been a 
definite attempt to preserve the picturesque manner of Pom- 
peiian art in a new medium. There were forty-two plaques; 
twenty-seven remain. AU illustrated scenes from the Old 
Testament in a most vivid and expressive manner; it is a pity 
that they are placed so high that their beauty cannot be ap- 
preciated. They have been assigned to various dates; one be- 
tween 432 and 440 is most probable,^ The mosaics of the 
triumphal arch are more monumental (Pi. 4). They are 
devoted to the glorification of the Virgin, as patroness of the 
church to which they belong, and were set up by Pope 
Sixtus ni (432—40) perhaps to commemorate the decisions of 
the Council of Ephesus, where the doctrine of Nestorius, who 
regarded the Virgin merely as the mother of Christ and not 
al^ as the mother of God, was refuted. In these mosaics the 
classical element has to a great extent been superseded, and 
the inner conception of the subject shows the birth of a new 
and essentially Christiain style, heralding the greater glories to 
come. The apse mosaic, of the fourth or fifth century, was very 
severely remodelled in 1295- by Jacopo Torriti; the original 
appears to have been of a non-representational character, with 
great scrolls like those at the sides, which are all that survive 
of the original work. Strzygowski again sees Maydaean sym- 
bolism here, but there is nothing in the mosaic which could 
not have been directly inspired by Roman art. A similar sym- 
bolical and non-representational scene is preseiv’ed in the apse 
of San Clemente ; it is dated to 1 299, but follows a fifth century 
original very closely. 

With the apse mosaics of SS. Cosmas and Damian (5-26-30), 
where Christ is shovm in the centre before a background of 
flame-coloured clouds, with figures on either side, we find the 

I. See R. Morey, Early Christian Art, Princeton, 1942, p. 146, who asserts 
that they are of the same date as the mosaics of the Triumphal arch. 
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Byzantine style fully developed (PL £). The Christ is bearded, 
the costumes are treated in the Byzantine manner, and the 
heads and faces show that elongation which was later to become 
characteristic, first of Byzantine art, and then of the paintings 
of El Greco. Below the main composition twelve sheep, sym- 
bolizing the Apostles, appear in procession. The sheep of this 
mosaic served as models for a number of later compositions 
both in mosaic and in wall-painting; most important are the 
mosaics of Sta Maria in Trastevere, in Rome. 

A number of other mosaic compositions of the early period 
survive in Rome, though they are less outstanding in importance 
than the four just mentioned. Of these the Byzantine style is to 
the fore in those of St Lawrence-without-the-Walls (5-78-80), 
but the artist was not a great master, for the effect is rather 
wooden. The apse of the small chapel of SS. Rufinus and Secun- 
dus in the Lateran, executed in the fourth century, bears a 
formalistic acanthus composition, comparable to that which 
originally filled the apse of Sta Maria Maggiore. Sta Sabina was 
originally also elaborately decorated, but an inscription of 
the fifth century on the west wall is all that now remains. The 
fine fiith-centuiy decoration of St Paurs--without-the-Walls 
has again perished; it was destroyed by the great fire of 1823, 
though the mosaics were restored, like the building, to follow 
the original scheme as closely as possible. Except for a few 
small fragments in the Lateran Baptistery, most of the other 
mosaics in Rome are of later date. The decoration of the 
Lateran Baptistery itself is thus in the main to be attributed to 
641 , while mosaics in the apse of St Agnes -without- the- Walls 
date from between 625: and 638 ; here the patron saint of the 
church takes the place of precedence in the centre of the apse. 
They are delicate as regards technique, and essentially Byzan- 
tine in style. Two saints and a cross in the apse of San Stefano 
Rotondo were set up by Pope Theodore (642-9) ; the cross 
probably represents that which stood on Mount Golgotha, 
and the mosaics were intended to commemorate the des- 
truction of the actual cross by the invading Moslems. Rather 
earlier, dating from c, 550, are some not very important 
mosaics in the church of St Theodore. 
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Though this list includes but a modicum of what once 
existed, the series of early mosaics in Rome is none the less 
impressive, and nothing so well distributed in respect of dating 
or so varied as regards style is to be seen elsewhere. The next 
most important centre, Ravenna, however, boasts certain 
monuments which are more elaborate and more ambitious than 
any at Rome. Mosaics there were executed at three distinct 
periods, that of Galla Placidia (388-450), that of Theodoric 
(493-526), and that of Justinian (527-65). The most striking 
monument of the first age is the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia 
(c. 450), a small cruciform building containing a rich decora- 
tion with a deep blue ground which gives a wonderful atmo- 
sphere to the building. Indeed, small though it is, the decora- 
tion is one of the most complete and most thoroughly success- 
ful that survives from early times. Figures and ornamental com- 
positions alternate one with the other, and both are equally 
effective. Strzygowski sees in the decorative work the influence 
of the Mazdaean landscape ; Van Marie states categorically that 
there is no Eastern influence. The work thus offers a clear 
instance of how disputed are the questions of origin. But Van 
Marie is probably right as far as more immediate influences 
are concerned, for there is nothing that could not have come 
from Rome. But how much of the ornament that appears here, 
as well as in many other examples of Roman and Hellenistic 
art, actually emanated from the East at a much earlier date is 
another matter, which art-historians are still debating and 
which it is impossible to attempt to answer here. 

To much the same period belong the dome mosaics of the 
Baptistry of the Orthodox, St Giovanni in Fonte (440-50). 
There are elaborate architectural compositions below, with 
the Apostles above them, and, at the centre of the dome, the 
baptism. The architectural compositions are important, for 
they show the influence of the architecture-scapes of Hellenis- 
tic or Pompeiian art, but the candelabra motifs probably owe 
their origin to the inspiration of Sasanian models, though 
the influence no doubt came by way of Syria, where such 
motifs were extensively used; we see them, for instance, 
in the mosaics of the Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem, and 
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rather later in those of the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem 
(691-2). 

Of the second period at Ravenna are the dome mosaics of the 
Arian Baptistr}% also knomi as Sta Maria in Cosmedin (c. ^20) 
and the scriptural scenes along the nave walls of Sant’ Apollinare 
Nuovo (5^20-30). The latter constitute one of the earliest and 
most complete series of New Testament scenes that survive, 
and tell the story of Christ’s life and passion with great vivid- 
ness and expression. Classical and Eastern ideas are here once 
more blended. The bearded Christ, of Eastern origin, thus 
appears in the Passion scenes, and He is larger than the other 
figures in accordance with the Eastern idea of indicating his 
importance. The women at the well, on the other hand, are 
completely antique in style, and in such scenes as depict 
Christ’s early life he is sho^\Ti beardless. The lovely processions 
of saints at a lower level are to be assigned to the third period, 
that of Justinian. They were set up soon after ^6 1 when the 
church was re-dedicated as an Orthodox instead of an Arian 
sanctuary. 

In the third period an art which is more truly Byzantine had 
emerged, and San Vitale is an essentially Byzantine church 
■with an essentially Byzantine mosaic decoration inside it, even 
if certain Eastern and certain classical elements can be isolated 
by means of a careful stylistic analysis. The main apse of San 
Vitale (5-26-47) is occupied by a very beautiful composition, 
showing Christ enthroned upon the orb of heaven. The 
treatment is basically idealistic and naturalistic, and the 
colouring is particularly fresh and lovely. The panels at the 
sides of the presbyteiy, which include portraits of Justinian 
and Theodora and their courts, on the other hand, are much 
more Eastern in conception. The treatment is realistic rather 
than idealistic, the colours are heavy and impressive, the figures 
stand in frontal attitudes, and many details of the costumes, 
such as Theodora’s crown and the stuffs from which the clothes 
of the courtiers were made, are quite Persian (Pi. 10). 

The apse mosaic of Sant’ Apollinare in Classe (i’3^-49) shows 
an allegorical representation of the Transfiguration, the large 
cross which occupies the central position symbolizing the 
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transfigured Christ, and the sheep close beside it the three 
Apostles who witnessed the scene. This t\pe of symbolism be- 
longs to the Semitic world, and it probably came to Italy from 
Syria along with tiie Christian faith. But though the symbolism 
is Eastern, the treatment is at the same time almost idealistic, 
and the lovely flowers of the background and the glorious 
colouring lift this mosaic out of the Eastern categorj\ It is, 
indeed, one of the most successful pieces of decoration that 
have come down to us. 

Other mosaics at Ravenna are less important, and may be 
dismissed very briefly. They comprise work in the Archbishop's 
palace (494-^20) which is good, though much restored, some 
fragments in the chapel of the Tutti Santi, and an apse mosaic 
from San Michele in Frigiselo (^45') which was removed to the 
Kaiser Friedrich Museum at Berlin in the last century. The 
Christ here is beardless, but the style is otherwise in the main 
Oriental. 

Elsewhere in Italy a few other mosaics of the early period 
also sursive. In the Baptistry of Soter at Naples there are por- 
tions of elaborate decorative compositions in the antique tra- 
dition; the work dates from between 470 and 490. It is more 
clumsy than contemporary work further to the north, and was 
probably done by local artists. Though not actually in Italy, 
Parenzo must also be mentioned here, for the apse mosaics 
there are of very high quality indeed. Christ appears as a beard- 
less figure, but there cire Oriental elements. Most interesting, 
however, is the great importance accorded to the Virgin, who 
here for the first time fills the principal position in the centre 
of die apse. The mosaics date from between 5-30 and ^3^. 
Only thirty years earlier, in the apse of the chapel of Sant' 
AqtdOiino in the church of San Lorenzo at Milan, Christ still occu- 
pi^ the apse, his figure being of a very antique character. The 
mosaics of San Vittore in Ciel d'Oro, close to Sant' Ambrogio in 
the same town, are, on the other hand, more Oriental in type. 

Throughout this sketch of the mosaics of the early period 
attention has been drawn to the gradual intrusion of Eastern 
elements, more especially those of an iconographical character 
like the bearded Christ. But in addition to these more or less 
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concrete changes, evolution of a more subtle character was 
also taking place with regard to style. And if Syria was in the 
main responsible for the Eastern features in ornament or icono- 
graphy, it was the new capital of the Byzantine world, Con- 
stantinople, that was primarily reponsible for new ideas in 
style. Unfortunately, however, we can only follow these 
developments at the capital in works on a minor scale, for no 
monuments of major size in mosaic or painting survive there. 
At Salonica, on the other hand, there is rather more to be seen, 
and it is probable that mosaics there give a rather clearer idea 
of what was being done in Constantinople than do those in 
Italy. The technique in any case is extremely fine, and shows 
that the very best craftsmen w’ere employed. The tesserae were 
more carefully graded and more cunningly set than was usual 
in Italy, the colours were more subtly blended, and more 
careful attention was paid to shading. 

The earliest mosaics at Salonica are probably the architec- 
tural compositions in the drum of the dome of the church of 
St George. They perhaps date from as early as the end of the 
fourth century and reproduce once more the architecture- 
scapes of Pompeiian art that we have seen at Ravenna and else- 
where, and which reappear with such striking effect at a later 
date at Damascus. The colouring is of outstanding mastery, and 
the mosaics in this building are some of the finest that survive. 
Of classical inspiration again, though quite different, are the 
extremely lovely floral scrolls, with animals and birds in their 
branches, decorating the surfaces below the arcades in the 
basilica of the Acheiropoietos, formerly known as Eski 
Djouma. This work is again of high quality. To the fifth 
century are to be assigned mosaics discovered in 1921 in the 
small church of Hosios David, where the dream of Ezekiel is 
shown. It is in the antique style with a beardless Christ; the 
work is not unlike that in the niches of Sta Costanza at Rome. 

Of figural work the most important is that in the basilica of 
St Demetrius. The best known shows the figure of the saint 
himself, standing between the donors of the church. It is on the 
south pier of the apse and, with most of the other mosaics in the 
church, dates fi*om the seventh century (PI. 7). Similar com- 
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positions balance it on the other faces of the pier, as well as on 
the corresponding pier on the opposite side of the apse. These 
mosaics are among the most accomplished that have come down 
to us from the earlier age; they show a complete fusion of 
Hellenic and Oriental elements, and in their severe but delicate 
line and rather abstract comprehension are already completely 
Byzantine. Compositions which adorned the walls of the cen- 
tral aisle and also the side aisles, though rather less accomplished, 
were of considerable historical interest. They were destroyed 
in the fire of 1917, which laid low the main portion of the 
church. The building has been reconstructed, but records of 
most of these mosaics survive only in sketches and photographs. 

A few other mosaics of this age are preserved in more dis- 
tant places ; most important are those in the apse of the church 
of the monastery of St Catherine on Mount Sinai, where the 
Transfiguration is shown. This little-known monument is of 
high quality and considerable interest fi*om the iconographical 
point of view, but until recently only very poor photographs 
have been available. It is probably to be dated to ^65-.^ Mosaics 
in the apse of the church at Chiti near Lamaca in Cyprus 
show the Virgin and Child between Archangels. Both here 
and in another mosaic in Cyprus, in the church of the Panaghia 
Kanakaria at Lythrangomi, the technique is careful and the com- 
position balanced, but the work is none the less provincial, 
and the mosaics are hardly to be compared with those of 
Salonica or Italy. 

The date of these mosaics was disputed ; they have, however, 
been recently cleaned, and there can now be little doubt but 
that those at Chiti are to be assigned to the sixth century and 
those in the Panaghia Kanakaria to the ninth.® 

Though the Iconoclast period lasted for more than a century 
(726—843), it is surprising how hard it is to distinguish works 
which were produced immediately after it from those produced 
just before ; the severe ban which was exercised on representa- 

1. Benesevic, ‘Date de la mosaique du Mont Sinai’, fyzantion^ I, 1914, 
p. 14 ^. 

2. Traces of another mosaic survive in Cyprus in a small church at Livadia 
in the Karpass in Cyprus, but no figures are preserved. 
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tional art during the period probably accounts for this diffi- 
culty, for, except in out-of-the-way monasteries, where art 
W’as essentially primitive, development and change must have 
been impossible, and in monumental work things began at the 
end of the period where they had left off at its commencement. 
But the age itself w^as not completely barren, and it is probable 
that quite a lot of work which was still naturalistic, though 
figures were excluded, w^as done, as well as that which was 
purely decorative or symbolic in character. Indeed, the very 
lovely mosaics of the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem (691-2) 
and the Great Mosque at Damascus, set up by the Caliph al 
Walid in 715-, may be regarded as iconoclast monuments to 
all intents and purposes. At the Dome of the Rock the mosaics 
are formal and decorative, with Hellenistic and Persian in- 
fluences curiously combined. At Damascus, in addition to work 
akin to that at Jerusalem, there are a number of huge composi- 
tions made up of trees and architectural elements. Colonnades, 
basilicas, towers, balconies, and niches rise up, one poised 
above the other as if in some hill town of Italy. Vine plants 
twist round the columns; roofs which appear almost Chinese 
top classical rotundas ; trees spring from the banks of a wide 
river; at the summit of all stands a great temple. Elaborate 
shading in darker tones serves to accentuate at the same time 
the naturalism and the fantasy of these lovely compositions. 
Huge trees looming up from behind the buildings suggest infi- 
nite possibilities of exploration and call up delightful visions of 
mossy terraces, springs and fountains (Pi. 8).^ 

In the churches of the Byzantine world nothing so elaborate 
survives, the religious art of the age being extremely severe 
and restrained. But there are one or two iconoclast examples 
the most important of which is the decoration of the apse of 
St Irene, in Constantinople, where a plain but finely propor- 
tioned cross stands out with considerable effect against a gold 
background. A similar cross, which w^as later replaced by a 


I. Similar, though less elaborate, mosaics existed in the church of the 
Nati\ity at i^thlehem; and in the tomb of Beybars, at Damascus, there are 
some twelfth-century mosaics which copy those of the Great Mosque; they are 
much inferior. 
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figure of the Virgin, occupied the apse of Sancta Sophia at 
Salonica. It was set up by the Emperor Constantine VI (780-97), 
the Empress Irene, and Bishop Theophilus, who was at Nicaea 
in 787, and the monograms of these persons were left when the 
cross was replaced by the figure of the Virgin shortly after the 
lifting of the iconoclast ban. There was a similar cross in the 
apse of the Church of the Assumption at Nicaea, which was 
also subsequently replaced by a full-length figure of the Virgin. 

Though the iconoclast ban was sternly enforced at Constan- 
tinople and in the more important centres, it was disregarded 
in more distant places, and when we come to deal \^ith wall- 
paintings, quite a lot wU have to be said of figural work which 
was executed at this time in out-of-the-way regions. As regards 
mosaics, however, the more out-of-the-way places were too 
poor to sponsor work in the more expensive technique. But 
in Rome, where the Popes did not adLmit Byzantine control, 
the situation was very different; their patronage -was la\ish, 
craftsmen from the Greek world who fevoured the figural style 
sought refuge there, and figural mosaics were set up not only 
to beautify the churches, but also, probably, to stress the dis- 
approval of what was considered the heretical attitude of the 
Byzantine rulers. Much of this Italian work is not of Yoxy high 
quality, but all of it is interesting iconographically and tech- 
nically, and much of it can be fairly exactly dated. Thus the 
apse mosaics of Sta hdaria in Cosmedin belong to between 705- 
and 707 ; those in Sta Maria in Domnica, Sta Prassede and Sta 
Cecilia to between 817 and 824, and those in San Marco to 
between 827 and 844. Those in the apse of Sta Maria in 
Trastevere are post-iconoclast, and date from between 113^ 
and 1153. Other mosaics of minor importance exist in San 
Pietro in Vincoli and in the oratory of John VII and in the 
Triclinium at the Lateran. Those in the apse of the Lateran 
basilica itself are thirteenth centuiy and are signed by Jacopo 
Torriti. Many of these mosaics show signs of considerable 
restoration at subsequent dates. The subject of the Sta Maria in 
Domnica mosaics is the glorification of the Virgin, a theme 
w'hich was probably chosen to emphasize the importance of the 
cult of the Virgin in free of iconoclasm. That of those in the 
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apses of Sta Prassede and Sta Cecilia was the glorification of the 
saints to whom the churches were dedicated, and whose relics 
were brought to the churches at the time; the choice of 
subject again represents the iconodule policy of the Popes in 
opposition to that of the eastern church. But there are many 
Byzantine elements in these mosaics, iconographic, to be seen 
in the eastern form of blessing, colouristic, to be seen in the 
rich and brilliant harmonies, and stylistic, to be seen in the 
stylized forms and transcendental comprehension. Most truly 
Byzantine of all is the decoration of the little chapel of St Zeno 
in Sta Prassede, where the mosaics are not only very beautiful 
in colouring, but also have a very profound appeal. They are 
set very roughly, in order to catch and reflect the light to the 
best possible advantage in the dark little chapel. They deserve, 
as indeed does much of this Roman work, much closer atten- 
tion than has usually been accorded to it either by the visitor 
to Rome or by the B)rzantine specialist. 

Yet it was the post-iconoclast age that was in many ways the 
most important for the production of mosaic decorations on a 
full scale. A very wide field must now be embraced, for Venice 
and Sicily were, during part of the period, within the Byzan- 
tine sphere ; work was done by Byzantine as well as by native 
craftsmen in Russia, and western Asia Minor, Greece, and the 
Balkans were well-nigh as important as Constantinople itself. 
Work of the age was invariably characterized by a new, very 
sublime, grandeur, and by an essentially transcendental 
approach. There was an ethereal elongation of the proportions 
of the human figure and the fullest advantage was taken of the 
nature of the building to produce a mo\ing, at times almost an 
awesome, efiFect, A new preoccupation wdth liturgical affairs 
characterized a good deal of the work, unfamiliar as well as the 
more usual New Testament scenes appearing around the walls 
of the churches. Their titles accompanied the scenes, their 
names the figures, in Greek characters, and the lettering was 
usually designed to constitute an integral part of the composi- 
tion. The backgroxmds were imiformly of gold, and the colours 
were rich and varied. 

It would seem that as soon as the iconoclast ban was lifted. 
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mosaics and paintings containing figures were at once set up. 
The most interesting of them, although it is in a very frag- 
mentary state, is in an upper chamber over the south porch in 
Sancta Sophia at Constantinople, where there are mosaics which 
comprised a Deesis and the portraits of a number of Apostles, 
Saints, and Patriarchs. The latter included Methodius, who 
presided at the Council which sanctioned the restoration of 
images, and three other Patriarchs who had always defended 
their cult: there is reason to believe that these mosaics were 
set up almost immediately after the lifting of the ban, that is, 
about 843 A 

More spectacular, though not so firmly dated on external 
evidence, were some of the mosaics that survived xmtil 1919 
in the church of the Assumption of the Virgin at Nicaea. Good 
photographs are fortunately available, and a recent study of 
them has made possible a dating which seems reliable. The 
four archangels on the vault in front of the apse and the full- 
length figure of the Virgin in the apse are thus to be assigned to 
about 850, while the decorative work on the bema roof and 
the four evangelists in the pendentives are to be dated to 
about 1065- (PL 9). Work of both periods is of very high 
quality, the archangels being extremely impressive, while the 
evangelists are particularly delicate and spiritual in conception.^ 

The standing Virgin may be contrasted with the seated one 
in the apse of Sancta Sophia at Salonica, which was also set up to 
replace a cross veiy soon after the end of iconoclasm. The 
more impressive mosaics in the dome of the same church, 
which show the prophets around the drum, are probably 
slightly later; though their date has been disputed, there is 
weighty evidence in favour of the year 886.^ 

From the end of the ninth century onwards mosaic decora- 

1. P. A. Underwood, ‘A Preliminary Report on Some Unpublished 
Mosaics in Hagia Sophia*, American Journal of Archaeology, Vol. 55, No. 4, 

P- 367- 

2. For dating see P. A. Underwood and C. Mango in Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers, 13, 19^9, pp. 23^ and 245^. For illustrations see T. Schmidt, Die 
Koimesis-Kirche von Nikaia, Leipzig, 1927. 

3. Ainalov assigns these mosaics to the ninth, Muratov to the tenth, and 
Diehl to the eleventh centuries. Demus, Pyzantine Mosaic Decoration, London, 
1947, p. S3, dtes authority for the date 886. 
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tions on a large scale were numerous, and enough examples 
survive to give an idea of the style at most of the various 
periods. In Sancta Sophia at Constantinople, for example, clean- 
ing acti\ 1 ties imdertaken by the Byzantine Institute of America 
have disclosed seven separate panels of different dates. ^ The 
earliest is probably the great lunette over the main door from 
the narthex, showing the seated Christ with an emperor at his 
feet, whom Whittemore identifies as Leo VI (886-912).^ Next 
in date is the lunette over the door of the southern porch, 
wiiich shows the Virgin between Justinian and Constantine; 
Whittemore assigns it to the time of Basil 11 (986-94), but 
Morey thinks that the reign of Basil I (867-86) is more likely. ^ 
The work is rather arid, and on purely stylistic grounds the 
later date is the more probable. Two panels in the southern 
gallery, called by Whittemore the Zoe and the John panels, 
date from between 1 042 and 105-7 c-. 1120 respectively. The 

work is decorative, but not of very high artistic quality. The 
Virgin in the apse, with fragments of figures of the Archangels 
Michael and Gabriel on the vault in front of it, presents more 
serious problems of dating ; the Archangels are perhaps of the 
ninth century, the Virgin may possibly be later. ^ Finest of 
all as regards quality is a panel bearing the Deesis on the middle 
wall of the south gallery. Like the apse mosaics, it is not dated 
by an inscription or by any external evidence, as were the Zoe 
and the John panels, but its style is completely in the manner 
of the Byzantine Renaissance, and on the grounds of its simi- 
larity to work in Kariye Camii (1310-20), it has been sug- 
gested that it is to be assigned to the fourteenth century. But 
as research into the story of later Byzantine painting progresses, 
the more clear does it became that there was a definite Renais- 
sance in the twelfth century, and that there was continuous 
development of a new manner anyhow from about 1130 (see 

1, T, Whittemore, The Mosaics of St Sophia at Istanbul, Oxford: Hrst 
Report 1933; Second Report, 193 Third Report, 1942; Fourth Report, 
19^2. 

2. Schneider, however, suggests that the Emperor is Basil I (867-86). See 
loanbuler Forsdmagen, vni, Berlin, 1936, p. 32, 

5. Mediaeval Act, New York, 1942, p. 107, 

4. These mosaics have not yet been fully published. 
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p, 1 17 f). In \iew of this, there are grounds for believing that 
the Sancta Sophia Deesis should be assigned to the second half 
of the tv^^elfth centurj', and that it represents one of the earlier 
experiments in the new manner. In any case, it is a work of 
very rare beauty ; to the waiter in any case it appears as perhaps 
the most lovely Byzantine mosaic that has come down to us 
(PI. 12). 

Outside Constantinople and Rome the next important 
mosaics in point of date are those of the monastery of Hosios 
Lukas, not far from Delphi, in Greece. They date from the 
early eleventh century, and comprised originally a complete 
cycle of New Testament scenes, but many of the scenes have 
now perished. Those that remain show brilliant and very 
lovely colouring, and they are of great interest iconographic- 
ally. But though the work is very accomplished from the tech- 
nical point of view, it is in the hieratic, primitive style asso- 
ciated with the monasteries rather than the capital, and may be 
contrasted with the more delicate work at Daphni near Athens, 
where the Constantinopolitan style, with its elegance and 
greater subtlety, is to the fore. The figures and scenes here are 
distinguished by an almost classical beauty, and even though 
much has perished and much of that which remains has been 
over-restored, the impression is still overpowering. In fact, the 
Daphni mosaics constitute what is perhaps the most perfect 
monument of the age. The Crucifixion is typical (Pi. iib) but 
even more impressive is the Christ the Almighty which 
dominates the church from the centre of the Dome (PL i lu). 
Here classicism is less to the fore, and Oriental realism plays a 
part. It is one of the most mysterious and at the same time one 
of the most impressive portrayals of Christ that Christian art 
has produced. The work at Daphni is all to be assigned to 
about 1 100. 

Another important though fragmentary decoration survives 
in the church of the Nea Moni on the island of Chios, The 
work is of very high quality and the style nearer to the ex- 
pressionism of Hosios Lukas than the classicism of Daphni. The 
mosaics are now being disencumbered of a great deal of dirt 
which had collected on them throughout the centuries. They 
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are to be dated between 1042 and 105-6. Of the same period, 
are the mosaics in the church of Sancta Sophia at Kiev, in 
Russia, dating from bet\veen 1037 and 1061. Though pro- 
vincial, they are still probably to be attributed to Greek rather 
than to Russian craftsmen. On the other hand, Russian crafts- 
men, who were perhaps taught by the Greeks who worked in 
Sancta Sophia, were responsible for other mosaics in the same 
towm, notably some rather more intimate ones in the church of 
St Michael, which date from 1108. 

Of work outside actual By2antine territory, however, by 
far the most important is that in Sicily, for the quality is far 
higher than that at Kiev, and the extent of wall space covered 
is very much greater. There are decorations there on a major 
scale in four separate buildings. Probably the finest from the 
artistic point of view is the work at Cefalu. As the church is 
of Western character, with no dome, the figure of Christ the 
Almighty has been transferred from its usual position in the 
dome to the conch of the apse, while the Virgin, whose normal 
place is in the conch of the apse, has been moved down on to 
the eastern >vall. Below and on the side walls of the apse are 
scenes above and saints and apostles below. The mosaics are 
not all of the same date. Those on the curved walls of the apse 
are part of the original scheme and date from around 1148; 
those on the walls of the presbytery probably date from around 
1175-, and those on the presbytery vault from between 115-0 
and 1160; the later mosaics are to be attributed to Sicilian 
craftsmen, while the earlier ones were probably done by 
Greeks who were brought to Sicily from Byzantium at the 
request of the Norman rulers. Demiis, in his penetrating study 
of the mosaics of Sicily, has shown that the dates at which 
mosaics were set up can to some extent be correlated with the 
periods at which the Sicilian and the Byzantine emperors were 
on good terms. 1 

The decoration of the Martorana, or Sta Maria delTAmiraglio 
at Palermo, on the other hand, is uniform in style and date; 

I. The Mosaics of Norman Sicily, London, 1949. Demus’s datings do not 
always tally with those proposed by l^tzarev, ‘The Mosaics of Cefalh% Art 
Bvlletin, xvn, 1935-, p. 134. But Demus’s survey is the more thorough. 
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the work was done around 1 1 i'l , and it is likely that the Greek 
craftsmen from Cefalu passed on to the Martorana when their 
work in the apse at the former place was done. Here the 
arrangement is more truly Bj'zantine, for the church is an 
Eastern rather than a Western building. The Pantocrator thus 
occupied His usual position in the dome, and the vaults and 
upper portions of the walls w^ere covered with New Testament 
scenes, mostly from the life of the V^irgin. The majority of the 
scenes around the crossing still survive, and there are two 
panels in the narthex which are especially interesting, for one 
shows Christ crowning the Emperor Roger and the other 
shows the donor, Admiral George of Antioch, at the feet of 
the Virgin. These mosaics are all of very fine quality, brilliant 
in colour and delicate in technique; had the choir not been 
redecorated in the rococo style, this would have been the most 
lovely interior in Sicily and one of the finest of Byzantine art. 

The Palatine Chapel in the Royal Palace of Palermo consists 
of a basilica-like nave, with a cruciform eastern end with 
dome at the crossing. All the wall space is entirely covered 
with mosaics, comprising very full cycles of Old and New 
Testament scenes. The work was done by a large number of 
hands and at different times ; it has subsequently suffered very 
severely from deceptive restorations. The best work is that 
at the east end, w^hich is to be assigned to Greek workmen; 
it was done about 1143; that in the nave is to be assigned to the 
fifties and sixties of the twelfth century. Here local craftsmen, 
who had been taught by the Greeks, were employed; their 
work is accomplished, but is sometimes rather lacking in 
delicacy and feeling. 

At Monreale, a few miles from Palermo, the whole church, 
which is of veiy considerable size, is again decorated, but if it 
is more impressive than the Palatine Chapel on account of the 
immensity of the scheme, the work is in no way comparable in 
quality, even if full allowance be made for the effect of the 
numerous later restorations. The building was erected between 
1174 and 1182, and, immediately on its completion, work on 
the mosaics began; it was finished, Demus concludes, within 
about ten years; and, in the light of the evidence he puts forward, 
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an old theory that some of it was actually done in the thirteenth 
century can be discarded. Indeed, the Monreale mosaics have 
nothing in common, so fer as style or colouring are concerned, 
with fourteenth-century work in Constantinople; they are 
more wooden, and lack the superlative excellence which dis- 
tinguishes the mosaics of Kariye Camii there or those of the 
Holy Apostles at Salonica (1312). 

Some mosaics which survive in a small chamber of the palace 
at Palermo, and on a less extensive scale in a villa in the town 
known as the Ziza, are interesting, for they constitute the only 
important secular work than has come down to us. The former 
scheme is strikingly Persian in appearance, archers, birds, and 
fantastic animals being depicted either confronted or addorsed, 
wdth formal trees in between, much as on textiles. Persian 
influence was probably to the fore in a good deal of secular 
decoration in the Byzantine world as a whole, and the Palermo 
mosaics are not necessarily to be attributed entirely to the veiy 
marked Islamic character of Sicilian culture at the time. The 
motife of the mosaics are, in any case, close to those which we 
see on Byzantine textiles, and both attest the importance of 
Persian influence. The two decorations at Palermo are both 
to be assigned to about 1170. 

Another area outside the actual limits of the ByzcUitine 
Empire where important mosaic work was done, was Venice. 
In spite of the fact that glass tesserae were made there as early 
as die ninth century, none of the mosaics in St Mark’s are 
probably earlier than the twelfth century, with the possible 
exception of the Ascension in the central dome and some 
scenes illustrating the life of the Virgin in the north aisle, 
which may belong to the late eleventh. They cannot be earlier 
than 1063, for the structure was only begun in that year. These 
mosaics are in a rather archaic style, and the artistic quality of 
the work is not outstanding. From the twelfth century on- 
wards additions were made to the decoration of the church at 
every period and in every style until the fifteenth century, and 
the later contributions serve to prove how ill-adapted the 
mosaic medium was to Renaissance art. Some of the twelfth 
and thirteenth century work, which is Romanesque in style, is. 
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however, quite effective, though never does it compare with 
the best of the Byzantine.^ 

Mosaics of rather higher quality sur\'ive at tvi’^o places close 
to Venice; most important is Torcello, where there are 
mosaics of three periods. The Apostles in the apse belong to the 
beginning of the twelfth century; the Virgin in the conch of 
the apse and the Last Judgement at the west end belong to the 
latter part of the tw'elfth; and mosaics in the apse of the 
southern aisle may perhaps be rather earlier, though they were 
certainly restored in the thirteenth century. The church itself 
was rebuilt in 1008, so they can hardly be earlier than the 
eleventh centuiy\ Of all of them the tw'eUth century work in 
the apse is the best, and the tall figure of the Virgin there, 
isolated against a background of dull gold, is a thing of very 
great effect and very rare beauty. A similar Virgin occupies 
the apse of tihe church at Murano nearby. It is probably to be 
assigned to the thirteenth century. It lacks the compelling 
beauty of the Torcello composition, but is none the less very 
graceful and elegant. The work at Torcello must have been 
done by Greek workmen. Some mosaics in the cathedral of 
San Giusto at Trieste belong to the Venetian school, and show 
quite good work of the late twelfth century. 

In Greece itself the most important twelfUh-century work, 
excluding Daphni, is a Communion of the Apostles foimerly 
at Serres in Macedonia. Diez and Demus regard it as typical of 
the Byzantine Renaissance,^ and Serres seems to occupy in the 
story of mosaics something of the same position as is to be 
assigned in painting to Nerez (see p. 1 1 7). But not all the monu- 
ments of the age show the same feeling for vitality and human- 
ism that is to be seen at Serres and Nerez, and the Pantocrator 
in the dome in the church of the Panaghia Parigoritissa at Arta 
in Epirus is in a more monumental manner, even though the 
mosaics belong to the thirteenth rather than the twelfth cen- 
tury. Nor is there much of the spirit of the renaissance in two 
panels showing St George and St Demetrios in the monastery 

1. For the St Mark’s mosaics, see O. Demus, The Church of San Marco in 
Venice f Dumbarton Oaks, 1^61, 

2. Diez and Demus, Byzantine Mosaics in Greece, Harvard, 193 1 , p, x 16. 
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of Xenophontos on Mount Athos, and panels with the Annun- 
ciation and the Deesis in the monastery of Vatopedi are again 
in the monumental style. They are to be dated to the twelfth, 
perhaps even to the eleventh century, and are earlier than 
the church in which they now stand. ^ A mosaic at Gelat in 
Georgia, to be dated to the second quarter of the twelfth 
century, shows a local interpretation of the Constantinopolitan 
manner of the period.^ 

The last age of Byzantine mosaic production, the fourteenth 
century, was at one time represented by two monuments only, 
a composition showing the Pantocrator, surrounded by 
Apostles, in the dome of the church of St Mary Paminakaristos 
(Fetiye Camii) at Constantinople, and a more extensive 
decoration in the better-kno\vn church of the Chora, or 
Kaiiye Camii, in the same town. Recently, however, a num- 
ber of additional monuments have come to light, notably more 
scenes in St Mary Pammakaristos, and some panels with figures 
in the church of St Theodore Tiro (Kilisse Camii) at Constan- 
tinople, and a number of scenes in the church of the Holy 
Apostles at Salonica. The latter were probably set up very soon 
after the completion of the church, that is to say about 1312. 
All these mosaics are interesting, but those of Kariye Camii 
are quite outstanding, not only because of the comparative 
completeness and fullness of the cycle of scenes, but also because 
of the artistic quality of the work. The little church is in fact 
a gem of the finest degree, comparable as regards quality to 
Giotto’s Arena Chapel at Padua. 

A great change has come over Byzantine art as we see it in 
these mosaics. There is a new lightness, a new delicacy, the 
approach is more human, and though none of the old ethereal 
quality of the art has been lost, it has at the same time gained a 
new intimacy. The revival that we see here is more fully 
exemplified in wall paintings, and a full discussion of it is 


1. F, Dolger, E. Wiegand, and A, Deindl, Mdnchslani Aihos^ Munich, 1942, 
Abbn. 6^, 66, and 67, 

2. Noted by Laz a r ev, Histo^ of Russian Paintinfft Moscow, 1947, p. 134. See 
also his article, ‘Mosaics at Cefalu', ylrt jBuZ/etfn, xvn, i935‘> p. 213, n. J3, and 
Figs. 26 and 28. 
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reser\^ed for the next chapter; here it is necessary only to stress 
the importance of this renaissance in general and of Kariye 
Camii in particular in the story of Byzantine art. 

The majority of the scenes that have survived are on the 
vaults of the outer and the vaults and walls of the inner nar- 
thex. They comprise full cycles of the lives of Christ and the 
Virgin. The Nati\ity is typical of the attention to detail of 
this new art, while the childhood of the Virgin shows its 
humanism (PI. 130 and b). There is an important panel which 
shows the donor presenting a model of the church to Christ, 
which serves to date the mosaics to between 1310 and 1320. 
A composition showing the death of the Virgin inside the body 
of the church, over the western door, which was discovered in 
1920,^ belongs to the same series. A large panel, in the inner 
narthex, showing oirr Lord and the Virgin, is clearly by a 
different hand from the other mosaics. It was at one time 
regarded as of earlier date, but recent investigations have 
revealed two figures of donors below the main figures and also 
an inscription which establishes a date soon after 1307. In any 
case, its quality is quite outstanding, even among the superb 
mosaics of Kariye Camii. These mosaics have recently been 
completely cleaned and fixed by the Byzantine Institute of 
America, and a full publication of this outstanding decoration 
is promised for the near future. 

Before leaving the subject of mosaics, a word must be said 
of miniature mosaics, which constitute one of the most deli- 
cate and most successful of Byzantine minor arts. But so minute 
are the tesserae and so fragile is the wax ground- work in which 
they are set, that very few examples have survived to the 
present day. True portable mosaics of this type were probably 
first made in the tenth or eleventh century; by the twelfth they 
were already very popular, but even then they were considered 
as rare and precious. A few examples are probably to be 
assigned to this date, notably a fine panel bearing the figure of 
Christ in the National Museum at Florence, which shows cer- 
tain affinities wdth the mural mosaics of Sicily, and one with 

I. E. dd Medico, in ^zantinn, vn, p. 23, and R, Byron, The Burlington 
Magazine, Lxn, 1533, p. 41. 
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the Virgin and Child at Chilandari on Mount Athos.^ A small 
panel, bearing the Virgin and Child, in the church of Sta Maria 
della Salute at Venice, on which there is an inscription with 
the date 1 1 1 5', is probably actually not quite so early, for the 
style, more especially the method of treating the high-lights as 
a single band of light colour, is hardly what one would expect 
to find before the end of the thirteenth century. The only other 
example which would seem definitely to be fairly early is a 
small panel in the Louvre whereon St George is represented, 
for it shows a classical approach which one would hardly expect 
to find after the twelfth century at latest. Other examples that 
are known would seem to belong either to the later thirteenth 
or to the fourteenth centuries. There are quite a number of 
them in different places. The most important comprise a 
superb Crucifixion in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum at Berlin, 
a Transfiguration (PL 14) in the Lou\Te, and two panels in 
the Opera del Duomo at Florence, each bearing six of the 
Twelve Feasts of the Church. A very delicate little panel 
bearing the Annunciation in the Victoria and Albert Museum 
is probably of the fourteenth century; it is of outstanding 
quality. A number of miniature mosaics preserved in various 
of the monasteries of Mount Athos should also be noted ; they 
comprise a Crucifixion, a panel with St Anne and the Virgin, 
given by the Tsarina Anastasia, wife of Ivan the Terrible, and a 
panel 'with St John Chrysostom, all at Vatopedi; a standing 
figure of Christ at Esphigmenou, a Virgin and Child at Chilan- 
dari, and a bust of St Nicholas at Stavronikita. A St John the 
Baptist in St Mark’s at Venice may also be noted. All these are 
to be dated to the thirteenth or early fourteenth centuries. 
The workmanship in all of them is invariably delicate, there is 
developed modelling in the features, and subtle and very lovely 
colouring; the general effect is close to that of Sienese painting. 

I. Dcilger, Wiegand, and Deindl, Monchsland Athos, Munich, 1542, p. 141. 
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For miniature mosaics, in addition to the Manuals, see D. Talbot 
Rice, ‘New Lights on Byzantine Portative Mosaics*, in Apollo, xvni, 
1933, p. 263, and O. Demus, ‘Byzantinische Mosaikminiaturen*, in 
Phaidros, Folge 3, Wien, 1947. 

A most important volume, with superb plates in colour, has 
recently been published by ‘Skira*, with text by A. Grabar, under the 
title fyzantine Painting, See also D. Talbot Rice, The Art of Byzantium, 
London, 1939. 



CHAPTER 6 

WALL PAINTINGS 


In many ways it is hard to dissociate wall paintings from 
mosaics. The designs for the mosaics were in most cases 
painted in colour upon the walls in a more or less finished state 
before the tesserae were laid; the masters who set out the 
designs were no doubt in many cases the same people who 
executed paintings proper; both arts made use of the same sys- 
tem of iconography and the same models, either sketches or 
manuscript illustrations. Yet the techniques of the finished 
work differentiate the arts in style as well as in material, and 
there is a further difference in that until fairly late times the 
majority of the paintings that have sundved come from poorer 
or smaller churches or more distant sites, and hence do not 
represent the finest court art, vrhereas the mosaics mostly 
belong to the greater churches, and w^ere in many cases 
executed under direct imperial patronage. It is primarily 
for this reason that it is most satisfactory to treat the two arts 
apart. 

Broadly speaking the same periods or ages may be distin- 
guished in the story of painting as in that of mosaics. Except in 
the first of them, from which a good deal of work survives in 
catacombs and early churches in Rome, the paintings were 
seldom in true fresco, a very specialized technique, where the 
paint is laid on damp plaster, so that it penetrates and becomes 
one with it. We have to do instead with paintings in an oil 
or tempera medium, laid upon hard plaster, in much the same 
way as they might be laid upon the gesso ground of a panel. 
The plaster, however, was usually good, and often has set in 
the course of centuries to a rocklike hardness. The actual 
nature of the plaster varied of course from region to region, but 
it is on stylistic rather than technical evidence that the work of 
the various areas is to be distinguished. 

Throughout the period from the third to the ninth century 
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three main regions concern us, namely Italy, Syria, and Egypt. 
At the outset, however, Egypt and Italy seem to have been 
closely allied, for there appears to have flourished both in 
Alexandria and in Rome and the Roman cities a naturalistic, 
landscape style - or rather one should say architecturescape 
style, for buildings, colonnades, and perspectives were per- 
haps more important than the actual landscapes in which they 
stood. It has been suggested that paintings of this type were 
derived from the scenes made for the Hellenistic theatre, and 
Alexandria has been proposed as the original home of the style. 
But Pompeii, with its numerous surviving monuments, fur- 
nishes a more satisfactory centre in which to study the develop- 
ment of the art, and the case for Rome as the original centre 
of the style has also been convincingly argued. Wherever it 
originated, it was in the Roman world that the style was most 
developed in the first centuries of the Christian era, and with 
the adoption of Christianity as the official faith, it served to 
inspire a good deal of work in churches and sacred buildings. 
Attention has already been called to the influence of the Pom- 
peiian architecture-scapes on mosaics like those of Sta Puden- 
ziana at Rome, or the Baptistery of the Orthodox at Ravenna; 
they were extensively used in manuscript illumination, and 
they inspired the backgrounds made up of buildings which, 
as Christian iconography developed, came to be universally 
adopted as an essential part of die Old and New Testament 
illustration. 

But this picturesque style was not the only one that was avail- 
able to the Christian artists. Alongside it there flourished a 
realist manner, where figures were shovm frontally and where 
the whole attention was concentrated on the^essential person- 
ages and very little care was paid to the backgrounds. Again, a 
system where greater attention was paid to esoteric symbolism 
than to actual representation must also be noted. Accordmg to 
this system birds, fish, or animals which at first glance would 
seem purely decorative were depicted because they conveyed 
some profound idea to the initiated ; the peacock was popular, 
for example, because its flesh was believed to be incorruptible, 
and it therefore served as symbol of the resurrection. The dove 
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was revered as symbol of the peace of Christ, and the fish was 
sacred because the word for fish in Greek, stood for the 

phrase, ’Ir^aov^ Xpicnros &€ov vl 6 $ Xconjp, *Jesus Christ, son 
of God, Saviour’. 

The earliest examples of purely Christian paintings that sur- 
vive are presented in the catacombs of Rome (Pi. iga). 
Most of them are on a comparatively small scale, and they were 
executed by little-kno%\Ti artists who had had but scanty train- 
ing. But sincerity made up for lack of elegance, and many of 
them were extremely expressive and at times even very beauti- 
ful. The indiridual figures were mostly dra\vn from classical 
models ; Christ followed the prototype of the youthful Apollo ; 
Eirene, personification of the peace of the Church, had the 
appearance of a Roman tutelary goddess ; the Apostles looked 
like classical philosophers. The scenes, however, showed greater 
originality, and even before the acceptance of Christianity as 
the state religion, the depiction of the various scenes of the 
Bible story had begun to assume the set forms which were 
rapidly to be developed into a strictly controlled system of 
Christian iconography. Sometimes the Christian subjects were 
modelled on some classical scene ; sometimes they were com- 
pletely new, showing great freshness and originality of mind, 
even if the actual figures were often clumsy and inelegant or 
were taken from elsewhere. 

On a rather more grandiose scale than the catacomb paint- 
ings were those which were done for the decoration of some 
of the early churches in Rome, though there is little that 
survives which is earlier than the eighth century. The most 
important of the paintings are to be found in San Clemente and 
in Sta Maria Antiqua in the Forum. Those in the latter church 
are of varying dates and in different styles. Thus the well-knovm 
Crucifixion (70 follows a S)n-ian iconographical model, for 
Christ wears a long robe in place of the classical loin-cloth, 
and its whole style is Eastern. St Andrew, on the other hand, 
is in a style which heralds the fully developed Byzantine, with 
white high-lights and emaciated face (PL i gb ) . Others, like 
the Angel in the Aimunciation scene are wholly Hellenistic, 
while others, like the Virgin and Christ, done under the 
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patronage of Pope Leo V (847-55), more Latin, and herald 
the paintings executed in Italy during the ‘ Dark Ages \ which 
culminated in the Romanesque.^ 

During the iconoclast age the development of this Latin 
style in Italy was affected to some extent, as were the mosaics, 
by the arrival of exiles from Constantinople, who fled to Italy 
on account of their belief in representational art. They appear 
to have established a colony in Rome, and to have executed 
quite a number of works, so that throughout the eighth cen- 
tury the Byzantine and the Latin trends were both practised 
at Rome. The native strain was for a time supported by anti- 
Byzantine social feeling, but by the ninth century it had lost 
practically all the vigour that had been inherited from the 
classical world, and from then onwards art was almost of a 
peasant type. At the same time the Byzantine trend, divorced 
from its true roots, also tended to decadence, though it was 
sustained to some extent by the Benedictine school of Monte 
Cassino right down to the twelfth century. The most impor- 
tant examples of the Byzantinizing Benedictine school are the 
paintings of St Angelo in Formis, near Capua (1056-86), where 
Orthodox influence is clearly to the fore. The figure of the 
Archangel Michael, for example, is close in style as well as in 
iconography to renderings in the Byzantine world itself; an 
icon of much the same date, now in Russia, and known as the 
‘Golden-haired Virgin’, may be compared.^ 

Even if the stoiy of painting in Italy was one of gentle deca- 
dence, it was nevertheless also one of continuous production. 
In the eastern part of the Byzantine world, on the other hand, 
though none the less interesting in early times, it was rudely 
interrupted by the Moslem advances in the seventh century. 
The area to the east of the Mediterranean, owing to its ready 
connexion with the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, seems to have 
drawn many of the elements of its culture from hither Asia as 
well as from the classical world, so that Syria was actually a 
great cultural entrepot between East and West. This blending 

1 . The most up-to-date account of painting in Italy at this period is that of 
Anthony, Romanesque Frescoesy Princeton, 19^1. See also R. van Marie, The 
Development of the Italian School of Painting y I, The Hague, 1923. 

2, Muratov, Les leones russes, Paris, 1927, PI. 13. 
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of elements was already in progress in pagan times, as for 
instance in the sculptured tombs of Palmyra, and it was carried 
forward in the early centuries of the Christian age. Nowhere 
are the results more apparent than in monuments discovered 
in the excavations conducted at Dura on the middle Euphrates 
in the years between the two world wars. Most striking, per- 
haps, are the paintings of the temple of the Palmyrene Gods, 
dating from the year a.d. Sj, where there appeared a number 
of figures standing with their faces directly turaed towards the 
observer, and engaged in a ritual scene in the temple, which 
was probably connected with the Mazdaean frith. Beside them 
stood other figures, the most important of which were those 
of the PalmjTene Gods themselves ; they seem beyond doubt 
to be prototypes of the warrior saints of later times. But the 
importance of these paintings in the story of Christian art 
goes deeper than this, for in colour, style, and arrangement it 
is clearly apparent that the ‘hieratic’ art of the developed 
Byzantine phase owed a very great deal to such monuments as 
these. With the overthrow of Zenobia in 272 Christians in 
Syria were allowed a very free hand, and it is probable that their 
churches from this time onward were frequently decorated 
with paintings not unlike those in the temple of the Palmyrene 
Gods.^ But the only paintings from Christian buildings of early 
times that have so far been discovered are in a rather less 
accomplished manner. They come from a church at Dura dating 
from shortly before a.d. 25-0 and show such scenes as the 
Good Shepherd bringing the lost sheep to the flock, the three 
Marys bringing myrrh to the tomb of our Lord, Christ walking 
on the water, and other miracles. This is the earliest figure of 
Christ that is known in Christian art, and it is of a far more 
Oriental type than the early renderings in the catacombs. 
The frontal pose is universal ; the colours are bright and strik- 
ing, and the general effect is forceful and impressive. Most 
important of all, however, is the stage to which the icono- 
graphy of the Bible scenes had already progressed at this early 


I. For these paintings see C. Breasted, Oriental Forerunners of Byzantine 
Painting f Yale, 1924. 
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date in Syria. The development seems to have been well in 
advance of Rome. ^ 

Perhaps of even greater importance than the paintings of the 
church at Dura are those in a sjmagogue at the same place, 
dated to about 245*. Its walls were covered with scenes from 
the Old Testament, which could have served equally well for 
the decoration of a Christian building. It is interesting to find 
them in a synagogue, for even at this date there was a definite 
dislike of depicting the human form in Jewish art, and if the 
paintings of the temple of the Palmyrene Gods indicate the 
influence of an Eastern style, those of the Synagogue show how 
deeply Hellenistic ideas had penetrated. Even apart from the 
effect it exercised on Semitic thought, Hellenistic influence is 
to be seen here in other ways also, notably the animated scenes 
and the elaborate architectural backgrounds. The figures, too, 
are mostly of a Hellenistic type, though the style is in some 
ways Persian at the same time. Eastern elements are exempli- 
fied in the frontal pose of the figures, which is usual, though not 
universal, in the system of vertical projection, where the 
figures in the background are raised on a hill, and in the en- 
larged size of the principal personages ; Moses, for instance, is 
almost twice the size of his companions. In the centre of the 
main w^all of the synagogue was a niche with a single panel 
above it. On either side were three rows of paintings, separated 
one from the other by ornamental bands. Above was the cycle 
of Moses, in the middle that of the Ark of the Covenant, an 4 
below, to the right the life of Elijah and to the left that of 
Ezekiel. In fact, the Synagogue vies with the Church in affording 
the first instance of Bible illustration on a large scale. On 
Syrian soil, and in a Jewish synagogue, we see the first begin- 
nings of the elaborate pictorial art which was to become of 
such supreme importance in the Byzantine world, and it is 
probable that such prototypes as these played a more important 
role in the formation of Christian art than did the catacomb 
paintings of Rome or Alexandria, confined as they were in the 
main to an antique mannerism or to an obscure symbolism. 

I. This is stressed by B. V. Baur, The Christian Church at Dura-EuropoSf Yale, 
*534> P- 46* 
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What form Christian painting took in regions further to the 
east is still somewhat uncertain, though a few fragments bearing 
figures as well as purely non-representational motifs like 
crosses are known from Hira, Samarra, and elsewhere in the 
eighth and ninth centuries. But the importance laid upon paint- 
ings in Manichaean texts suggests that the art was widely prac- 
tised in Mesopotamia and Persia from the sixth century on- 
wards, and it must be remembered that Christianity was the 
most important religion in the area for quite a time before the 
rise of Islam, and that it also remained important for several 
centuries after. ^ There was doubtless a developed church 
architecture, and the churches were probably decorated with 
paintings. Secular work in the desert palace of Kuseir Amra, 
dating from between 7 1 1 and 715-, serves to give some idea of 
what character these paintings had assumed by the eighth 
century. Hellenistic elements are still very much to the fore, 
in spite of the Persian style of much of the work.^ 

Another important area throughout the early centuries was 
Egypt. The earliest work, in any case at Alexandria, was in the 
picturesque styde of ^architecture-scape’ which we have already 
discussed in connexion with Pompeii. By the fifth century, 
however, a new style had evolved, if not in Alexandria, which 
was always a very conservative centre, at least in the Christian 
monasteries of the Nile valley. This new style was deeply 
influenced by the Orient, and was characterized by the same 
love of frontality and vertical perspective, the same harsh 
realism, the same dumpy figures, and die same stress upon inner 
significance rather than outward elegance that characterized 
much of the Syrian work. The most important examples of 
this style of painting that survive are at Baouit, at al Baggarat, 
and in the church of St Jeremiah at Saqqara. All are interesting 
and of considerable importance in the history of Christian 
iconography, but none is of any veiy great artistic quality. As 
the church of Egypt broke away from Orthodoxy at quite an 
early date, the iconography also developed along particular 
lines, and certain scenes or interpretations of the biblical texts 

1. See L. E. Browne, The Eclipse of Christiania in Asia^ Cambridge, 1953. 

2. See A. Musil, Kusejr Amra, Vienna, 1907. 
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that appear in Egj'pt were peculiar to that country alone. 

Outside Italy, S)Tia, and Egj'pt there is very little work in- 
deed that can be attributed to a pre-ninth-century date. At 
Perustica in Bulgaria there are a few fragments which, in 
Grabar’s opinion, ser\^e to indicate the character of Constan- 
tinopolitan wall painting in the ninth century But in the 
capital itself nothing survives, nor has anything been found in 
any of the other great cities which remained important after 
the fall of Alexandria and Antioch to the Muslims in the 
seventh century. Most of what there once was must have been 
destroyed at the order of the iconoclast rulers between 726 
and 84.3. Only in the monastic sanctuaries of Cappadocia and 
Latmos, in Asia Minor, are any extensive remains to be found, 
and though these are of great interest and sometimes of real 
quality, they do not represent the accomplished work of 
specialists employed under imperial patronage, but rather that 
of imeducated hermits, who were in general more interested 
in dogma than in art. 

The monastic paintings of Cappadocia are practically all to be 
dated to between the ninth and eleventh centuries, and a con- 
siderable number of them survive there in rock-cut chapels 
and sometimes also in larger built churches. The region seems 
to have been little affected by the iconoclast ban. Monastic 
circles were always in opposition to the idea, and in Cappadocia 
they were far enough away from the great cities to ignore the 
decree with impunity. In fact, the monks and hermits of the 
region seem to have continued to decorate their churches 
without interruption. The inaccessibility of the region has 
again helped to preserve the work, and most of the paintings 
are in comparatively good condition. Happily they have been 
very fully published, so that their study is possible without 
arduous journeys to see the originals. ^ 

The earliest of these paintings belong to the eighth century ; 
they are purely decorative and were no doubt done in Icono- 
clast times. Others are admirable examples of a crude but 

1. La Pdnture religieuse en Sulgarief Paris, 1928, p. 22. 

2, Jerphanion, Lestglises rupestres de la Cappadoce, Paris, 1923 to 1942. Four 
Yols. of text and three albums of plates. 
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vigorous monastic art in which we see perpetuated the features 
that were characteristic of the art of Syria some five or six 
centuries earlier. But the iconography, as might be expected, 
had developed very considerably since the days when the Dura 
church and synagogue were decorated, and the tastes of the 
hermits of Cappadocia are clearly reflected in the attention that 
was given to unfamiliar apocn-phal scenes or to long and 
complicated biblical cycles, where the scenes follow one an- 
other as in a frieze. The monks have, in fact, neither tried to 
make the bible stoiy clear for the benefit of laymen, as was 
usually the main intention in congregational churches, nor have 
they been concerned with making beautiful pictures out of the 
more important scenes, as was the object of the artists who 
decorated the great churches built under the patronage of 
emperors or nobles. Their object was rather to mirror the 
themes of their religious reflexions in the paintings that sur- 
roimded them. 

Some of the earliest of these are at Qaranleq. More accom- 
plished are those at Qeledjlar or Toqale Kilisse of the mid 
tenth centuiy, where some of the finest work of the region is 
to be seen. A very full cycle survives here, and the work is in a 
very good state of preservation. It is, however, still in the 
narrative style, and the art is completely unsophisticated, even 
if at times it is vivid and expressive. The Adoration of the Magi 
at Toqale may serve as an example (PL i6). There are other 
paintings in the region to be dated to the ninth and tenth 
centuries, but the larger numbers belong to the eleventh and 
twelfth; among these may be mentioned another chapel at 
Qaraleq, and the churches of Elmale, Guereme, and Tcharegli. 
One of the latest in date was the chapel of St Eustathius, 
which was decorated in the twelfth century; after this time 
no further work was done in Cappadocia, primarily as a 
result of the overrunning of most of Asia Minor by the 
Moslems. 

The paintings of the Latmos caves, not far from Miletus, are 
similar in style and character to those of Cappadocia, though 
the standard of work is perhaps not so high. They have been 
dated by Wulff to the seventh or eighth century, and though 
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so early a date is not precluded, since the iconoclastic ban 
would hardly have been observed in these out-of-the-way sanc- 
tuaries, a tenth or eleventh century date seems more likely, 
owing to the close resemblances to work of that period in 
Cappadocia. The battle of Manzikert in 1071 seems a likely 
terminus, for not long after it the region became Turkish.^ 

The influence exercised by this monastic art of Asia Minor 
on subsequent developments all over the Byzantine world was 
considerable. The art penetrated to southern Italy, and the 
decoration of a large series of rather similar rock-cut chapels 
there is in much the same style.^ The same realist manner is 
apparent in paintings and even in mosaics in Greece - some 
of the mosaics of Hosios Lukas, for example, show’ the influence 
of the crude but vigorous monastic art - and the style also 
penetrated to the Balkans, more especially to Bulgaria. In the 
opposite direction the influence was naturally even more vital. 
Ilie illustration of a number of Syriac manuscripts of the thir- 
teenth century is thus clearly related to Cappadocian work, 
and the few wall paintings that are knowm in Armenia are 
basically in the same style, though a strongly marked local 
style was developed there in the twelfth or thirteenth century ; 
the distinction was made more obvious by the use of Armenian 
instead of Greek script for the names and titles of the figures 
and scenes. Of the Armenian paintings the most important 
are those at Thahsh, Tekor, Ani, and Achthamar, where a full 
New Testament cycle is preserved. It is probably to be assigned 
to the eleventh century, while some paintings at Tigrane 
Honentz are dated to It is recorded that Armenian 

painters worked at Sohag in Egypt, but apart from this, the 
role played by Armenia in the history of Byzantine painting 
was of very little importance. 

As has already been noted, the monastic style had some 
influence in Greece, and there are a few paintings in various 


1. T. Wiegand, Der Latmos, being volume HI, part i, of Alilet: Ergebnisse der 
Amgrahungen md Untersachmgen, Berlin, 1913. 

2. A. Medea, Gli j^reschi delle Cripte erendticbePuglied, Rome, X949. 

3. For the Armenian work as a whole see S* der Nersessian, Armenia and 
the fyzaatiDe Empire, Harvard, 194^. 
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pkces, like some of the eleventh century in the crypt of 
Hosios Lukas, which should be included in this group. But far 
more important are those of a more accomplished style, which 
reflect to a greater or lesser degree what was being done at 
Constantinople in the great Second Golden Age. Most impor- 
tant of these are paintings in the church of Sancta Sophia at Och- 
rida, which can be dated to shortly before 10^6. They comprise 
various Old and New Testament scenes, but the finest is un- 
doubtedly the great composition showing the Dormition or 
Assumption of the Virgin on the western wall of the church 
(Pi. 17). The colours are rather sombre, but the figure drawing 
is excellent, and the composition is balanced, dignified, and 
accomplished, and the quality of the work as a whole is quite 
outstanding. There is something much more than monastic 
vigour and sincerity here ; in addition, real artistic genius is to 
the fore. This great composition is a truly admirable example 
of the grandest style of mid-Byzantine monumental painting, 
and it mtast have been executed by a master who was in close 
touch with the capital. It is interesting to compare the work 
with some very fine, though more fragmentary, paintings at 
Castelseprio in Italy, which have been variously dated to the 
seventh and to the tenth century, and which also attest the 
influence of Constantinople.^ Both Ochrida and Castelseprio, 
whatever its date, can be drawn on in order to complete a 
picture of what was being done in the capital on a monumental 
scale just before and just after the Iconoclast ban. Otherwise 
our ideas of the style which is now usually termed that of 
the first Byzantine Renaissance must depend almost entirely 
on the evidence afforded by the manuscripts (see p. 139). But 
even so there is enough to show that partly as a result of the 
return to figural art, and partly as a result of the classical 
tastes of the Emperor Constantine Poiphyrogenitus (913- 
5-9), there was not only a great revival at the capital, but also a 
definite turning to Hellenistic models for inspiration. 


1 . Kurt Weitzmann, The Fresco Qrcle of S. Maria di Castelseprio, Princeton, 
19^1, supports a tenth-century date. C. R. Morey, ‘Castelseprio and the 
Byzantine Renaissance’, An Bulletin, xxxiv, 1^52, favours the seventh century, 
and others have suggested the eighth. 
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From the tenth century onwards the story of Byzantine 
painting is not one of gradual decadence, as writers were prone 
to assume till only two decades ago, but rather one of continual 
progress, and if the tenth century saw a first Renaissance which 
was responsible for the birth of mid-Byzantine monumental 
art, the twelfth century saw a second, which produced a new 
interest in humanism and personality in art in the Byzantine 
world at least a century and a half before a similar change took 
place in Italy under the influence of Cimabue and Giotto, And 
if Sancta Sophia at Ochrida may serv^e us as a tjpe monument in 
large-scale painting for the first Renaissance, another church 
in Macedonia, Nerez, serves as the type monument of the 
second Renaissance in the twelfth centuiy. 

The paintings of the little church at Nerez date from 1164; 
they were executed under the patronage of a member of the 
Comnene family, by an artist who must have been in the 
closest contact with Constantinople, if indeed he did not come 
from there. The work is of the very finest and the conception 
gentle and tender; it is marked by an essentially humanist 
comprehension, which lays a new stress on personal emotion 
and feeling, unknown to the sublime, essentially un-worldly 
art of the middle period. This is to be seen especially clearly 
in the Deposition (Pi. 18 a), where the tender compassion and 
deep emotion of the Virgin and attendant figures strikes a note 
of profound feeling which, it was at one time held, only 
appeared with Giotto.^ 

This new approach was not universad, for paintings which 
showed little hint of it continued to be produced right down 
to the fifteenth century. They were often excellent, grand, and 
magnificent. But in general the monumental art gradually 
tended to become academic, and more and more paintings 
seem to have been executed in the new style, which we have 
termed that of the second Byzantine Renaissance. Various 
theories have been put forward by different authorities to 


I. A complete monograph on Nerez, with coloured plates, is still awaited. 
But there are some good reproductions in Vercors, VArt Medieval Yugoslare, 
Paris, 15^0. The most complete text is that of Okunev, ‘La Decouverte des 
andlennes fir^ues du monastere de Nerez’, Slavia, vi, Prague, 1927, p. 603. 
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account for this Renaissance. Many of these may now be 
discarded, for the assumption that the Renaissance only began 
\vith the fourteenth century has been proved incorrect, and 
it is therefore impossible that it can have been due to Italian 
influence. The writings of Kondakov have thus assumed what 
is primarily an academic interest.^ Again, those authorities who 
explain the revival as due primarily to a particularly proficient 
copying of Hellenistic models do not properly explain its 
character, for the mere copying of other works, however 
good, could never produce such spirited results. 2 Not only was 
the work of the revival essentially alive and vital, but it was 
also obviously due to the hands of artists who were creators 
and innovators, even if they did at the same time benefit from 
what was to be learnt from the past. And in addition to changes 
in style, the repertory of scenes and the number of figures in 
each scene was also considerably developed, in a way which can 
only be accounted for as the result of a great burst of creative 
energy. In fact, the revival can only be explained as due to a 
great upwelling of the human creative spirit, parallel with, but 
in no way dependent on, that which took place in Italy in the 
fourteenth century. 

Though it was doubtless in Constantinople that the new art 
flourished most gloriously, no monuments from the twelfth or 
thirteenth centiny have survived there. Happily, however, a 
more or less continuous series of paintings which show the 
development of the new style is to be found m other parts of 
the B3rzantine world, notably the Balkans and Russia in the 
earlier years and Greece in the later. It will perhaps be most 
satisfectory to mention the more important of these in chrono- 
logical order. Thus the very fine paintings of the church of St 
Demetrius at Vladimir in Russia belong to 1198; they show 
the same interest in personality and the same touch of human- 
ism as the paintings of Nerez, and their master, who was a 

1 . Kondakov, Histoire de Vait hyzantiBy Paris, 1891, 

2. Especially Schmidt and Str^gowsH. See ‘La Renaissance de la peinture 
lyzantmeau MVme siMe’, in Revue Arcbeolo^que, xx, 1912, ii, p. 127. See 
also Ainalov, ^zanthie Painting in the Fourteenth Centu^f Petrograd, 1917 (in 
Russian). 
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Greek, must have learnt in the same school, for he has many 
of the same stylistic mannerisms, notably in the way in which 
he makes use of light coloured high-lights. This use of high- 
lights to effect modelling was greatly developed at this time, 
and is to be seen in many of the wall decorations of the later 
twelfth and earlier thirteenth centuries, even though the 
approach is more monumental and less intimate than it w^as at 
Nerez and Vladimir. Sometimes, indeed, the high-lights are 
accentuated till they constitute what is almost a geometric 
art; this was the case in the church of St George, at Staraya 
Ladoga in Russia, where the paintings date from around 1180. 
How widespread was the style is shown if paintings of 1193 
at Agios Neophytos in Cyprus are compared. 

A particularly rich series of paintings in the new manner is 
preserved in the churches of what is to-day Yugosla\1a. Some 
of these were the works of Greek masters, w’ho must have been 
in close touch with the capital, but others were done by men 
of the locality, and there is reason to believe that the new style 
found a readier acceptance in Serbia than it did in Greece 
itself. At first, however, it is not easy to distinguish anything 
intrinsically Slavonic about the paintings, but as the thirteenth 
century progressed a new delicacy of form on the one hand and 
a new realism, savouring sometimes almost of caricature, on 
the other, came to distinguish Serbian work, while a more 
developed feeling for plasticity and a closer adherence to 
classical models characterized the work of the Greek masters. 
Earliest of the Yugoslav decorations is that of MileSevo, which 
dates from around 1235-; the work is perhaps closer to the 
monumental style than was that of Nerez, but many of the 
figures have an almost classical beauty about them, as, for 
example, the angel illustrated on Pi, 19; it is interesting to 
compare it with some of the work in Sta Maria Antiqua at 
Rome, which is in the Hellenistic style. Several masters, how- 
ever, seem to have worked at MileSevo who had not all been 
taught in the same school. Thus other work there is more 
conservative, and seems to have been inspired by one of the 
great mosaic decorations of the middle period ; the artist has 
even gone to the lengdi of painting the backgrounds yellow, 
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in imitation of the gold of mosaics. Other work again is later 
in date, belonging to the sixteenth century.^ 

More experimental than the work at MileSevo is the earliest 
among that at Sopocani, which belongs to the same date as the 
the church, that is, around 1260. There is a new profusion of 
detail here, numerous subsidiary figures are included, and the 
backgrounds are elaborate and full ; a portion of the scene of 
Christ’s Descent into Hell may serv^e as an example (Pi. 20). 
At times perhaps the profusion of detail makes for confusion, 
and one regrets the absence of the simplicity of the earlier 
work like lliat at Nerez. Yet the detail is very beautiful, the 
colouring is particularly subtle, and the bright, sweeping high- 
lights are used with very great effect. The colouring here helps 
to distinguish the hands of the various masters who worked 
at the first decoration. Thus the main Bible scenes, where 
pinks, greys, and delicate half-tones predominate, would seem 
to be by one man, w'hile the individual figures of saints, which 
are rather stronger in tone, would seem to be by another. By 
a different hand again are the portraits associated with the tomb 
of Anne, Mother of llros, done perhaps as early as 1 25^6, which 
are rather sombre in tone and rather clumsier in handling. 
Other work in the church is later, notably that of two side 
chapels at the west end, which was done at the end of the 
thirteenth centuiy, and that of the exo-narthex, which belongs 
to the fourteenth; that of the eastern side chapels is later still. 
All the work, however, is good, and all of it is to be attributed 
to local artists rather than to Greek masters. 2 

Of the other wall paintings in Yugoslavia, those at Moraca 
(c. 1240), Nagoricino (1317), Gracanica(c. 1320), and Decani 
(c. 1330) continue in the same style, and those of a small 
church at Vodoca in Macedonia should also be noted, for the 
scene of the Forty Martyrs there is very expressive ; the crowd 
is a living mass, and the agony of feeling is clearly shown in the 
expression and attitude of each figure ; so often this scene was 

1. Okunev, ‘Milcsevo’, vn, Prague, 1937-8, p, 33. 

2, Okunev, ‘Les peintures murales de Sopocwi’, Byzantinoslavica^ i, 
Prague, 1929, p. 199. For a more accessible summary see an article by the 
•writer, ‘Later Byzantine Painting, T, inEidos, No, 3, London, 19^0. 
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treated as a piece of mere symbolism. Many of the painters of 
these decorations were no doubt Slavs, like those men who 
worked at Sopocani. But some were Greeks, as was perhaps the 
man who worked at Nagoricino, who signs himself with the 
Greek name of Eutychios. But it must be remembered that 
Greek names were also employed by the Slavs, and Greek 
inscriptions continued to be used till quite a late date, since 
Greek was an ecclesiastical language, much as was Latin in 
the Western world in the Middle Ages, so that neither script 
nor name are absolutely positive indications. But stylistic con- 
siderations help, so far as the paintings are concerned, and 
Okunev distinguishes a separate group of paintings w'hich he 
terms the Graeco-Slav, where local characteristics are as 
marked as, if not more marked than, the Greek. Especially 
characteristic is the absence of high-lights, the modelling of 
the faces being achieved instead by opposition of light and 
shade. The principal monuments of this school are the church 
of Milutin at Studenica (1314), the church of St Nicholas at 
Ljuboten (1337), the church of St Nicetas at Cucer (early 
fourteenth century, restored 1483-4), the church at Pec 
(c. 1310), and the church at Berende in Bulgaria (fourteenth 
century). 

Developing alongside these schools was a third group, the 
monastic, which owed less to the spirit of the Renaissance, and 
more to the old art of Cappadocia and the East. Its masters were 
less accomplished, its approach less refined ; the colours were 
dark and sombre, the drawing often rather graceless. The aim 
was didactic, and a preference was shown for scenes of an 
obscure, apocryphal character. But some of the figures were 
extremely expressive, none the less, though expression was 
achieved by the accentuation of particular features rather than 
by balance and delicacy. At times the art was almost one of 
caricature. The most important monuments of the group are 
at Lesnovo (1349), Markov Monastir (late fourteenth century), 
and Matejic (late fourteenth century). 

The true character of the second Byzantine Renaissance was 
rather less to the fore in Bulgaria than in Yugoslavia, but one 
monument of the first importance must be noted, namely 
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Boiana, near Sofia, where there are paintings of very high 
quality dating from 125-9. Much of the work there sho%vs the 
same understanding of personality, the same interest in expres- 
sion, as at Nerez and Vladimir. The child Christ, from the 
scene of his discussion with the doctors in the Temple, may be 
noted (Pi, 2 1 a). It is a figure of great beauty, as well as of great 
depth of undei:standing. At a later date the spirit of the 
Renaissance is also to be seen in some lovely fourteenth-century 
paintings in the church of St George at Sofia, showing the 
Pantocrator and the Twenty-two Prophets ; it is highly success- 
ful, both as a rhythmical composition, and because of the 
vitality of the individual figures. Other work in Bulgaria is 
less advanced, but several schools can be distinguished. Some 
twelfth-century paintings at Backovo are thus in a purely 
Byzantine style of monumental character, and at Timovo and 
elsewhere there is a good deal of work which must have been 
done either by Greeks or by locals who had learnt in Greek 
schools. But alongside this there grew up a more local style, 
as for example in the church of the Forty Martyrs at 
Timovo (late fourteenth century), while in the mountainous 
districts work of a more primitive or monastic type was 
usual. By the end of the fifteenth century Western influence 
had also penetrated, and paintings at Poganovo (iS’oo) 
are in a new semi -Westernized manner. They are of little 
merit. 

In Greece itself very much less work of thirteenth- and four- 
teenth-century date is now preserved than must at one time 
have existed, and it is really only at Mistra in the Peloponnese 
and at Kastoria in the north that anything of consequence is 
knovm. In several churches at Mistra there are the vestiges of 
large-scale decorations of the very first quality, and this little 
ruined town is in its own way as important in the story of four- 
teenth-century painting as is the monastery church at Assisi in 
the west. The earliest paintings at Mistra are in the church of St 
Demetrius, sometimes called the Metropolis ; they date from 
aroimd 1320. Some of the work is of a monumental character, 
close in style to mosaics ; but the rest is more intimate and more 
delicate, combining feeling with a brilliant sense of decoration. 
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The colours are bright and contrasting, and light shades are used 
on dark in wide splashes, to give life and relief. No attempt is 
made to reproduce the shades of nature - an ox in the scene of 
the Nativity in the Brontocheion, for example, is coloured 
bright green - yet the result is supremely effective. The paint- 
ings of this church, though very fragmentary, are extremely 
fine ; they date from the second half of the fourteenth centurj^ 
and represent the continuation of the school which was respon- 
sible for the decoration of the Metropolis earlier in the century. 
The culmination of the style is to be found in the church of the 
Pantanassa, done around 1428. Here again there is little 
attempt at pure naturalism, but the paintings are profoundly 
human. We can see the artist’s vivid joy in his work and his 
power to evoke not only religious emotion, but also the con- 
crete beauty of the world. The Raising of Lazarus is perhaps 
the finest composition in the church; it is also one of the finest 
of Byzantine paintings (Pi. 22), comparable in merit, as well 
as in composition and style, to much of the best quattrocento 
work in Italy. 

The school that was responsible for this work at Mistra was 
termed by Millet the Macedonian,^ and this connotation has 
survived, though the term has perhaps rather too much of a 
geographical significance. A second school grew out of it, 
which he termed the Cretan, though its first appearance seems 
also to have taken place at Mistra, in the decoration of the 
church of the Perebleptos (1340-60). The work here is 
characterized by figures which are rather more elongated than 
those of the Pantanassa; the high-lights are rather more 
severely stressed and the style is generally more minute, in a 
manner more appropriate to panel than to waU painting. There 
is a great profusion of detail, and the scenes, as well as the 
figures, are probably at their best when full consideration is 
given to detail as well as to the general effect. Two painters 
worked in the Perebleptos, and the more accomplished of 
them, distinguished by his mastery of detail, was of the very 


I . See bis chapters in A. Michel, Hi^ire de Vart^ i, Paris, 1505:, and also his 
Iconogr<ipb2e de rErangile, Paris, 1916. 
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first class. His rendering of Christ, from the scene of the Trans- 
figuration, shows this clearly (PL 24). 

There are probably in the south of Greece numerous other 
monuments which will serv’e to supplement our knowledge of 
the painting of this school, but few of them have as yet been 
fully investigated. Some fourteenth-century churches at 
Geraki in the Peloponnese may be noted. There are also wall 
paintings in Crete itself, though the island was especially impor- 
tant as a centre of icon painting. The manner penetrated to 
other portions of the Balkan area also, notably to Serbia. Quite 
a number of decorations there are in the Cretan rather than the 
pure Renaissance style; such are those of Kaleni^ (i4o5‘--io), 
Ljubostinja (140^), Ravanica (1381), Manasija (1407), and 
Rudenica (1410). The decorations of churches at Kalotino (late 
fifteenth century), Dragalevci (1476), and Arbanassi (1681) in 
Bulgaria may also be noted. A particular feature of many of 
them is the inclusion of founder portraits, and the minute 
manner of tj^e Cretan style was particularly suited to these. 
The likenesses would appear to be striking; the costumes are 
brilliant and delightfully decorative, and the whole effect is 
most pleasing, even if the art is not one of the first importzince. 
A stage of development somewhat similar to that reached by 
the minor portraitists of Elizabethan times in England had, in 
fact, been reached here, and these portraits are worthy of some 
consideration in themselves, apart from the fact that they 
afford the most valuable evidence for dating purposes, both 
direct, in connexion vrith the churches to which they belong, 
and indirect, by way of the nature of the costumes that the 
people wear. 

The inspiration of all this later work stemmed from Con- 
stantinople, and, thanks to the work of cleaning recently 
undertaken in a side chapel of Kariye Camii by the Byzantine 
Institute of America, it is now possible to study one really 
supreme monument virtually in its entirety. The paintings date 
from the first decade of the fourteenth century, that is to say, 
the same date as the mosaics in the narthices of the church 
itself (see p. 103), so that both are exactly contemporary with 
Giotto famous Arena chapel at Padua. As regards quality the 
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Kariye paintings are no less outstanding, and the lovely 
drawing, the delicate, subtle colouring, and the profoundly 
spiritual content compensate completely for the absence of 
the interest in three-dimensional form which is to be found in 
Giotto’s work. It was at one time suggested that these paintings 
represented an early work of the famous painter Theophanes, 
the Greek, who was later responsible for several great decor- 
ations in Russia, notably that of the Cathedral of the Trans- 
figuration at Novgorod, done in 1378.1 This was probably not 
the case, but t\vo facts nevertheless stand out, first that 
Theophanes the Greek must have learnt in Constantinople, 
and secondly that the painted aisle of Kariye Camii is one of 
the world’s major monuments of painting (PL 23). 

Later manifestations of the second Renaissance are to be seen 
in the decorations of some of the monasteries of Mount Athos, 
which, with their large areas of wall space and their compara- 
tively rich patronage, were in a position to foster the art of 
wall painting in the fifteenth century to a degree hardly pos- 
sible elsewhere after the ravages of the Turkish conquest, for 
the monks there were left tinmolested, and the monasteries 
were still in a position to own extensive properties. Vestiges 
of paintings, indeed, sur\dve in practically all the monasteries, 
though some have suffered very severely at the hands of later 
restorers. They show the fullest development of the two 
schools originally distinguished by Millet at Mistra, namely the 
Macedonian and the Cretan. The most important paintings of 
the former are in the Protaton at Karyes (fourteenth century, 
restored and added to c, i5'4o), the Catholicon (monastery 
church) at Chilandaii (c. 1302, severely restored in 1804), and 
in the Catholicon at Vatopedi (1312, restored 1819). Among 
the fine paintings of the Protaton a fragmentary head of the 
Virgin and a fine portrait of the child Christ (PL 21b) may be 
noted. The name of a particular master, Manuel Panselinos, 
was associated with the Macedonian school on Athos as well 
as with work in the region of Salonica. Though he can hardly 
have been responsible for all the paintings which have been 

I, M. Alpatov, ‘Die Fresken der Kachrije-Djami in Konstantinopel*, in 
JtfUncbner Jahrbucher der bildenden Kunst, Vi, 1929, p. 34^. 
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attributed to him by popular tradition, the su^estion put 
forward by certain authorities that he was a fictitious personage 
seems entirely groundless. Indeed, his style seems to have been 
fairly personal if paintings in the Protaton at Karyes which 
have recently been attributed to him are to be regarded as 
typical (PI. 25-).^ The effect is somewhat sombre, but there is a 
dignity and grandeur about his figures which recalls the 
beginnings of the Renaissance at Nerez nearly four hxmdred 
years earlier. 

Of the Cretan paintings on Athos the most famous are in the 
refectory of the Lavra (15-12), the Catholicon of the La\Ta 
old Catholicon of Xenophontos (15-44 and i5'63), 
the Catholicon and refectory of Dionysiou (1547), the chapel 
of St George in the monastery of St Paul (igsg), the chapel of 
St Nicholas at the Lavra (15-60), the Catholicon at Docheriou 
(1568), and the refectory of the same monastery (late sixteenth 
century). Other paintings of the Cretan school are to be found 
all over the Greek mainland; the paintings in the Meteora 
monasteries are probably the best of them. Those in the prin- 
cipal monastery of the group were done in 1 5 g2. Of all these, 
the work at Xenophontos is perhaps the most effective. The 
artist who w^orked there was named Anthony, and his style was 
very personal ; he made a very extensive use of white high-hghts 
slashed on with very great effect. The paintings in the apse 
there may ser\’e as an example (PL iSb); though the work is 
less beautiful than that in the Perebleptos at Mistra, the 
painter had more feeling for his material, for what he pro- 
duced was a wall painting in every sense of the term, and not 
just a panel transferred to the walk But the personality and 
humanism of the Mistra work has given place to a more mystic 
outlook, the frontal pose has come in once more rather than 
the three-quarter or side-face attitude, and in many other ways 
in addition there has been something of a reversion to the old 
iconography and style of the monastic art of Cappadocia. This 
is no doubt to be explained by the demands of patronage, for 
Athos was a monastic community, and the tastes of the monks 

I, He probably <lid them soon after 1300. See A. Xyngopoulos, Manuel 
Panselinos, Athens, 1956. 
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lay in the direction of doctrine and dogma rather than beauty 
and elegance, much as had those of the earlier monks of Cappa- 
docia. 

The last phase of the story of Bj-zantine painting was enacted 
in Rumania, and the most important paintings there are to be 
found in two churches built under royal patronage at Curtea 
de Arges and date from the fourteenth century. There were 
several Greek artists in the country at the time, though native 
schools were soon formed, and after about 1400 Serbians took 
the place of the Greeks among the strangers. Of the buildings 
that survive, however, the majority should be attributed to 
local craftsmen. They are particularly rich, and are often 
painted outside as well as in ; good examples survive at Snagov, 
Hurezi, and Humor. In Moldavia paintings of the later fifteenth 
and early sixteenth century are numerous ; the most important 
are those at Dolhesti-Mari (1480), Popauti (end of the 
fifteenth century) and Roman ( 1550 ). Stefanescu distinguishes 
two main influences at the base of these, which first came into 
Wallachia in the middle of the fourteenth century; they are 
those of Byzantine art from the south and of the peasant art 
proper to the locality. In the fifteenth century there was also 
a certain amount of influence from Mount Athos, and a further 
intrusive style was imposed from the West. But in the opposite 
direction an influence was exercised by Byzantine art on 
Poland, quite apart from the somewhat similar one on that 
region from Russia. 

The story of painting in Russia is extremely important, but 
it constitutes to a great extent a chapter of its own, for from the 
fourteenth century a distinctive Russian manner had been 
developed, and the country was never actually a part of the 
Byzantine Empire, as were at one time or another the various 
lands of the Balkans. Moreover, the most important develop- 
ments there were in the sphere of panel painting rather than 
in that of wall decoration. Where Russian monuments entered 
into the general story of Byzantine wall painting, however, 
they have been mentioned above, and something more will be 
said about them in a later chapter, devoted to Byzantium and 
the Slavonic world. 
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Of a similar distinctive character, again, was the painting of 
the fifteenth and following centuries in the city and region of 
Trebizond. This area was ruled by members of the Comnene 
dynasty as an independent state firom the time of the Latin con- 
quest of Constantinople (i 204) imtil the area was finally over- 
come by the Turks in 1461, and though contacts with Con- 
stantinople were maintained throughout, the art of the region 
developed to some extent along its own lines, the influence of 
the old Cappadocian or Anatolian schools being usually well to 
the fore. What little remains of early work, notably in the 
church of Sancta Sophia just outside the town, suggests that 
there was a flourishing local school in the thirteenth century ; it 
was perhaps set on foot by artists from Constantinople, for the 
style of the capital was more to the fore at this date than it was 
later. More complete than the paintings of Sancta Sophia are 
those that decorate the three cave chapels dedicated to St Savas, 
one of them dated 1411, those in the bell tower of Sancta 
Sophia, dated 1443 , and those in a little church at Kurt Boghan, 
some thirty miles from the city of Trebizond, which must be- 
long to the sixteenth century. There is little of the spirit of the 
Renaissance in any of these. Portions of a more extensive decor- 
ation that survived in the Theoskepastos monastery in the city 
have been much restored, but the work was closer to the Renais- 
sance style as developed on Mount Athos. At the Armenian 
monastery of Kaimakli, not far from the city, there are two 
separate series of Armenian paintings, of very individualistic 
style; one is dated 1622, but looks two centuries earlier; the 
odier is of the late eighteenth century. The work is apparently 
close in style to that which survives in Armenia proper; rela- 
tionships with Cappadocia are marked, as they are also in what 
survives of the decoration on the roof of the great cave church 
of the monastery of Sumela, some thirty miles inland of 
Trebizond. 

Other interesting local schools also existed in other places, 
most notably Cyprus. Some of the work there, though by no 
means as fine as the best in Yugoslavia, at Mistra, or in Con- 
stantinople, is of very great importance because it can be 
accurately dated. In this respect the paintings at Asinou may 
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be noted. ^ A somewhat similar local school existed on Rhodes, 
and in both places curious blendings of Eastern and Western 
ideas took place as a result of the presence of large Western 
colonies in these islands. This blend heralds the penetration 
of Western ideas into the Byzantine w'orld as a whole which 
began to take place in the sixteenth century, and was mani- 
fested both in style and in iconography, to a great extent as a 
result of the penetration of prints and woodcuts, which were 
extensively copied,^ And with the seventeenth century work 
over the whole Orthodox world had usually become set in a 
wooden, semi- Westernized manner. But even at a later date 
good work was at times still produced, thanks to a great 
extent to the soundness of rules handed down originally by 
tradition and subsequently in the form of a written work called 
The Painter s Guide. This was compiled by a monk named 
Dionysios of Fouma, who appears to have lived at the end of the 
fourteenth century, though it is quite probable that it was 
foxmded on an earlier original. Similar guides, the podlirmiki, 
were common in Russia from the sixteenth century onwards.® 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Full bibliographies are given in the manuals cited, namely Dalton, 
Diehl, and Wulff. See also Muratov, La Peinture fyzantine, Paris, 
1928, and Diehl, La Peinture fyzantine, Paris, 1932, for general 
summaries, and for the Renaissance Millet, Iconographie de PEvangile, 
Paris, 1916. Millet’s chapters in Michel, Histoire de VArt^ i, Paris, 
190J, are also important. A novel aspect of Byzantine painting, which 
throws light on the Byzantine theatre, is brought out in Madame 
Cottas’s book, V Influence du drame Christos Paschon sur Part cbreden 
d* Orient, Paris, 1931. See R. Byron and D. Talbot Rice, The Birth of 
Western Painting, London, 1930, fora critical appreciation, and Grabar, 
Byzantine Painting, Skira, 19^3, for excellent illustrations in colour. 

1. W. H. Buckler and others, ‘The Church of Asinou, Cyprus, and its 
Frescoes’, Aichaeologia, ixxxm, 1934, p. 327. 

2. For notes on this western influence see O. M. Dalton and Lord Balcarres, 
in Proceedings of the Socie^r qf Antiquaries, London, 1901—3, xrx, p. 137. 

3. The edition of the Painter* s Guide is that of Papadopoulos Keraroaeus, 
in Greek, published at St Petersburg in 1909. A French translation appears 
in Didron, Manuel d* Iconographie chretienne, Paris, 1 84^, and an English sum- 
xnaiy in Stokes, Christian Iconograpfy, London, 1886, 2 vols. 
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The following are the more important works dealing with special 
regions. All these contain fuller bibliographies. 

Italy 

R. van Marie, The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting, i, The 
Hague, 1923. E. Bertaux, Vart dans V Italic meridionale, Paris, 
1904. Anthony, Romanesque Frescoes, Princeton, is 51, 

SfTia 

C. Breasted, Oriental Forerunners of Bjzantine Painting, Yale, 1924. 

C. Morey, Mediaeval Art, New York, 1942. Rostovtzev, Dura- 
Europos and its .irt, Oxford, 1938. 

Egypt 

W. de Gnineisen, Les Caracteristiques de Vart Copte, Florence, 1922. 
Cappadocia 

Jerphanion, Les tglises rupestres de la Cappadoce, Paris, 1923—42, 
Bulgaria 

A, Grabar, La Peinture religieuse en Bulgarie, Paris, 1928. B. Filow, 
VAncien Art bulgare, Berne, 1919. A smaller edition was pub- 
lished in Paris in 1922, and in Germany in 1932. 

Yugoslavia 

V. R. Petkovic, La Peinture Serbe du Mojen Age, Belgrade, 1930. 

N. Okunev, Monumenta Artis Serbicae, 4 albums, 1928-32. An exhi- 
bition of facsimiles which was held in Paris in 1949. See Vercors, 
VAit Medieval Yougoslave, Paris, 1949, and L*Art bjzantin chez les 
Slaves, ed. by G. Millet, Paris, 1932. 

Rumania 

lorga and Bals, L* Art Roumain, Paris, 1922. Henri, Les tglises de la 
Moldavia da Nord, Paris, 1931. Stefanescu, Vtvolution dela peinture 
religieuse en Bucovine et en Moldavie, Paris, 1928, and other works. 
Constantinople 

See preliminary reports by P. A. Underwood, in Dumbarton Oaks 
Papers, Nos. 9, lo-ii, i2, and 13. 

Mistra 

Millet, Monuments bjzantins de Mistra, Paris, 1910, 

Athos 

Millet, Monuments de V Athos, Paris, 1927. F. Dolger, E. Wiegand, 
and A, Deindl, Mdncbsland Athos, Munich, 1 945. 

Cjprus 

G. Sotirion, Bjzantine Monuments of Cjprus, Athens, 1935- (in Greek), 
So far only VoL n, the plates, has appeared. 

Trebizond 

G. Millet and D. Talbot Rice, Byzantine Painting at Trebizond, Lon- 
don, 1936, 



CHAPTER 7 

MANUSCRIPT ILLUSTRATIONS 


Manuscripts have probably received more detailed atten- 
tion from scholars than has any other branch of Byzantine art, 
and on account of this, as well as because quite a number of 
them are dated, the attribution of particular styles to definite 
periods is, with a few notable exceptions, more certain than 
in other branches of art. Hence, apart from their own intrinsic 
interest, the manuscripts are of special importance, in that 
they help in the dating of other works. Again, more manu- 
script illustrations are preserved from early times than wall 
paintings or panels, so that they help us to reconstruct a picture 
of the art as a whole; without them it would be extremely 
incomplete. The importance of manuscripts in any study of 
Byzantine art is thus outstanding. 

At the outset a distinction must be made between the two 
principal types of book that were known to the Byzantines, the 
roll or rotulus, and the bound book or codex. The former, 
originating in Egypt and passing from there to the classical 
world, was only common in early times, and in the B3rzantine 
world was more popular for secular than for religious usage. 
But a few rolls bearing part of the Bible text have survived, and 
it seems likely that they were occasionally used right down to 
the tenth centuiy. So as biblical or ecclesiasticcil texts were 
concerned, bound books were hx more common, and as often 
as not the more important ones were elaborately illustrated. 
Naturally it is their illuminations that must be our chief con- 
cern here, but it may be noted that the actual script is often in 
itself very beautiful, and the decorative headings to chapters or 
paragraphs are also often of very great merit. All of these, text, 
headings, and illustrations, were probably usually the works of 
different individuals, though distinctions were probably rather 
less rigorous in the Byzantine world than they were in the later 
middle ages in the monasteries of the West. These books were 
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usually on parchment, but paper was introduced jfrom China 
early in the eighth century, and after the tenth century it was 
used quite often. ^ 

As in the wall paintings and the other arts, two distinct man- 
ners are to be observed in the manuscript illustrations, the 
Hellenic and the Eastern. The most important manuscript of 
early date that is entirely Eastern is a fragmentary one in the 
Bibliotheque Nationale at Paris, known as the Sinope fragment. 
It is to be dated to the fifth century, and was probably executed 
in SjTia, as was another, though less important fragmentary 
manuscript now in the British Museum, laiown as the Cotton 
Genesis. The pages of the Sinope fragment, like those of all the 
more important manuscripts, are coloured purple ; the text is 
in large gold letters, and the illustrations are at the bottom of 
the pages, occupying about a quarter of the page at most, but 
stretching right across from side to side. The colours are 
brilliant and effective, the figures small and dumpy with 
staring eyes, inelegant but very forceful ; they are not unlike 
those of the wall paintings of about a.d. 245- in the synagogue 
at Dura, and represent the continuance of the Syrian style some 
two centuries later. The same style is to be seen again after the 
lapse of a further century or more in an important manuscript 
in the Laurentian library at Florence, known as the Rabula 
Gospels, for it was illustrated by a monk of that name at a 
place called Zagba in Mesopotamia. It is exactly dated to the 
year 5-86. But though it was produced in the most easterly 
portion of the Byzantine Empire and though its text is in Syriac 
and not in Greek, the style is perhaps rather less oriental than 
might be supposed, and in some of the scenes, notably the 
Ascension, the pictures have a distinct elegance about Aem. 
The iconography, however, is definitely eastern, as for instance 
in the Crucifixion scene, where our Lord is shown in a long 
robe, and not in the simple loincloth which was usual in the 
classical world and in the Byzantine sphere properly speaking. 
A further example of the Eastern style appears in the illustra- 
tions of a manuscript formerly preserved at Etchmiadzin; they 

1 . It was adopted 6rst in the Islamic world and then in the Byzantine. See 
F. Hirtb, Cbinesixhe Stadien, Munich and Leipzig, 1890, 1, p. 2 S 9 » 
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are much coarser and more primitive than the illustrations of 
the Rabula manuscript, but this is probably to be accounted 
for by the fact that the work is considerably later and represents 
what was in the East a decadent phase of art. The text of the 
book is actually dated to 989, and though the illustrations were 
at one time believed to be earlier, recent research suggests 
that there is little evidence to support this theory.^ 

More magnificent than any of these, and related more closely 
to the Sinope fragment than any of the others, is a copy of the 
book of Genesis at Vienna. It has been assigned to the fourth, 
fifth, and sixth centuries by different authorities, and to prac- 
tically every region in the Christian world except Greece. 
Some of the illustrations verge almost on the grotesque, but 
several hands must have worked on them, and others are of very 
high quality indeed. The style is in the main close to the antique, 
though Oriental influences are present, as for example in the 
stylized trees, which follow a manner that was probably 
derived from Parthian art.^ They look rather like mushrooms. 
The scene where Laban and his sons seek Jacob and parley with 
him is vivid and full of spirit (PL 26, Genesis xxxi. 33, 34). 
In contrast to the stylized trees, the expressive figures and 
the profoimd feeling for naturalism to be seen in the depic- 
tion of the flocks and camels betoken the classical influence. 
The place of painting of the manuscript would thus appear 
to have been somewhere where both the major trends in art were 
present, and it is tempting to suggest Constantinople itself, 
for the work is on the whole of very high quality, and heralds 
the complete fusion of styles which was brought about in the 
capital more than in any other place. The fifth or early sixth 
century would seem the most likely date.® 

On a somewhat more monumental scale again is the Codex 

1. See K. Weitzmann, Die aTmeniscbe Bucbmalerd des 10. und heginnenden ii. 
JahrhundertSf Bamberg, 1933. A sixth-centuiy date was suggested by Strzy- 
gowski. 

2. M. Rostovtzev, ‘Dura and the problem of Parthian Art’, Yale Classical 
Studies, V, 193^, p. 2 82. He discusses the dissemination of this particular type 
of stylized tree and notes its presence in the Ashbumham Pentateuch. 

3. H. Gerstinger, Die Wiener Genesis, Wien, 1931, l, p. 176, fevours a sixth- 
century date. 
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Purpureus Rossanensis, now preserved at Rossano in southern 
Italy. It is to be assigned to much the same date as the Vienna 
Genesis. Here the illustrations occupy a larger portion of 
the page than in the Vienna Genesis, the figures are more 
elegant, and the style is rather closer to the fully-fledged 
Byzantine. The frontispiece to the table of canons, for example, 
is a superb piece of abstract composition, thoroughly Byzantine 
in feeling. But there are Eastern elements in the iconography, 
which have led some writers to attribute the volume to Ana- 
tolia. Syria seems in this case less likely; Constantinople is 
possible ; indeed, it is perhaps more probable as a home than 
Anatolia. The finished character of the work is admirably shown 
in the scene of our Lord’s entry into Jerusalem (PL 27), It is 
interesting to find the iconography of the scene so developed 
at so early a date ; it underwent substantially very little change 
for the next thousand years. 

Secular manuscripts of this age, though in general hardly as 
rich as the Rossanensis or the Vienna Genesis, were neverthe- 
less both numerous and important. An early Virgil in the 
Vatican (V. lat. 3867) contains miniatures rather akin to those 
of the Vienna Genesis, and shows antique miniature art at its 
best. Dioscorides’ Natural History was much used, and copies 
usually contained numerous entertaining and often beautiful 
illuminations. There is an important example at Vienna bearing 
a portrait of Anicia Juliana on f. 6, which was executed in 
Constantinopleshordy before 5*12 (Vindobon. Med. Graec. i). 
Another favourite book was the travels of Cosmas Indico- 
pleustes, which was first written in Egypt in the sixth century. 
The oldest example now extant is that in the Vatican (V. 
Graec. 699) ; it is probably to be assigned to the ninth century. 
The figures are shown in rather formal attitudes, and the con- 
ception is essentially monumental, but the faces are powerful 
and expressive and show nothing of the more elegant manner- 
ism of the eleventh century. The scenes are shown in several 
tableaux, one above the other, yet vsrithin the same borders, and 
there is often a very abstract quality about them which is essen- 
tially Byzantine. An eleventh century copy in die Sinai monas- 
tery for example contains a most expressive abstract composi- 
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tion depicting the movement of the hea^ens around the 
earth. 

One other important manuscript which must be mentioned 
takes the form of a roll and not a codex. It is the famous Joshua 
Rotulus in the Vatican (V. Palat. Gr. 431). It is a long roll, 
with illustrations in tinted line interpolated in the text (PI. 28). 
At one time it was held that this roll represented the survival 
of a particular narrative style of art, where the record \vas 
depicted as a continuous series of scenes; the prototvpes for 
such an arrangement are to be found on the great columns of 
Rome, like Trajan^s column, where the stoiy^ is arranged 
around the column in a spiral. The roll was thus regarded as 
the type example of what is called the continuous stv'le. Views 
as to the actual date of the manuscript varied; the seventh 
century was the most usually favoured, but it was generally 
agreed that the illustrations must have followed an archetype 
perhaps as early as the second century.^ More recently, how- 
ever, Weitzmann has assigned the roll to the tenth century, 
regarding it as due to the classical re\*ival sponsored by Con- 
stantine Porphyrogenitus ^Jso believes that, far 

from representing an original continuous model, the illustra- 
tions were actually copied from a paged book, and that bridge- 
pieces were put in to give the appearance of a continuous 
panorama. 2 Weitzmann’ s arguments are very persuasive, 
though perhaps not wholly convincing, and whatever date is 
assigned to the manuscript, it seems likely that it reproduces 
fairly closely some earlier model. The importance of the con- 
tinuous style, where a background opening up like a panorama 
was common to a whole series of different scenes, was veiy 
considerable in early Christian art; it influenced wall paintings 
and mosaics as well as manuscripts, and the Joshua roll must 
still be regarded as the most effective example of the style that 
has come down to us. 

In the iconoclast period books with full-page illustrations 
were naturally as severely proscribed as were representational 

1, C. R. Morey, Earljr Christian Art, Princeton, 1542, p. Mediaeval Art, 
New York, 1942, p. 5-0. 

2. The Joshua Roll, Princeton, 1948. 
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Sta Costanza, Rome. Mosaic of the Vault. 324-6. 




Sta Maria Maggiore, Rome. Mosaic of the Triumphal Arch. 432-40, 
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SS. Cosmos and Damian, Rome. Apse Mosaic. 526-30. 



St Apollinare in Classe, Ravenna. Apse Mosaic. 53 5— 49 * 
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St Demetrius, Salonica. Mosaic of St Demetrius and Founders. 
Seventh century. 
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Damascus. Mosaic in the Court of the Great Mos<jue. 7 1 5-. 
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San Vitale, Ravenna. Mosaic; the Empress Theodora and her Court. ^26-47, 





Daphni. Mosaics, c.iioo. 

I. Christ the Pantocrator. The Cinicifixion. 




Sancta Sophia, Constantinople. Mosaic in the south gallery : The Deesis. Probably twelfth century. 
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Church of the Chora (Kariyc Camii), Constantinople. Mosaics. 
. The Childhood of the Virgin 6, The Nativity. 




Miniature mosaic : The Transfiguration. Thirteenth century. 
Louvre Museum, Paris. 
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a. Catacomb of SS. Peter and Marcellinus, Rome. Painting: Susanna, 
Third century. 



b. Sta Maria Antiqua, Rome, Painting of St Andrew. 
Eighth century. 







Toqale Kilisse, Cappadocia. Painting; The Adoration of the Magi. Tenth century. 




Sancta Sophia, Ochrida, Yugoslavia. Painting on the west wall: Dormition of the Virgin. Before iof6. 



b. Monastery of Xenophontos, Mount Adios. Apse. 
The Vitkin Enthroned, i J44. 
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MileSevo, Yugoslavia. Painting: Detail of the Marys at the Sepulchre. 

C.l 25 f. 
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Sopo&mi, Yugoslavia, Painting : The Descent into Hell. c. 1 2 go. 
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a. Boiana, Bulgaria. Detail of painting ; Christ 
Among the Doctors. 12^9. 



b. The Protaton, Karyes, Mount Athos. Detail of p>ainting: 
The Child Christ. Fourteenth century. 
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Church of the Pantanassa> Mistra, Greece. Painting: The Raising of Lazarus. 1428. 
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Kariye Camii, Constantinople, Pareccleseion. Apse. The Anastasis, 



Church, of the Peribleptos, Mistra, Greece. Painting: Detail of the 
Transfiguration. 1340—60. 
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The Protaton, Karyes, Mount Athos. Painting: Christ blessing. 
Fourteenth centur)”. 
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The Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzus, Bibliothetjue Nationale, 
Paris (Gr. 510). The Vision of Ezekiel. 867—86. 
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The Paris Psalter, Bibliothfique Nationale (Gr. 13^). 
David Composing the Psalms. Probably ninth century. 
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The Psalter of Basil II, Marcian Library, Venice. Scenes from the Life 
of David. 97^102 
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Manuscript of John Cantacuzenos, Biblioth^ue Nationale, Paris 
(Gr.1242). The Transfiguration. 1347-^^. 
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Icon: Our Lady of Vladimir. Tretiakov Gallery, Moscow. 
Twelfth century. 
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a. Icon: The Aruos- 
tasis. The Hermi- 
tage Museum, 
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Icon: The Baptism. Private Collection. Fifteenth centuiy. 
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Sarcophagus jfroin Sidamarra. Fourth century, Berlin Museum. 
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b. The Sariguzel sarcophagus. Museum of Antiquities, Istanbul. 
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fl. Head, perhaps of Theodora. Sixth 
century. Gastello, Milan. 



b. Sculptured slab showing the Archangel Gabriel. 
Sixth century. Antalia Museum 
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a. Relief, Tenth century. British Museum. 



r. Slab: The Ascent of Alexandcfr. St Mark's, Venice. 
Eleventh century. 
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tf. Capital with adorsed eagles. Capital with bull. Sixth cen- 
Sixth or early seventh century. tmy. Museum of Antiquities, 
Museum of Antiquities, Istanbtil. Istanbul. 
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Ciborium arch from the Church of St Mary Panachrantos, Constantinople (with detail inset). Probably tenth century. 

Museum of Antiquities, Istanbul. 




Sculptured slab from the Mangana, G^nstandnople: 
The Virgin Orans. Eleventh century. Museum of 
Antiquities, Istanbul. 
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incrustation work fi-om the Church of St Mary 
Panachrantos, Constantinople; St Eudoxia. Eleventh 
centuiy. Museum of Antiquities, Istanbul. 
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Leaf of ivory diptych. Probably the Empress 
Ariadne, c, 500. Museo Nazionaie, Florence. 
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a. Ivory pyxis. Fifth century. Berlin Museum. 



b, Joseph and Potiphar’s wife. Detail of Throne of 
Maximian, Ravenna 


46 







The throne of Maximian, Ravenna. Early sixth century. 
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Ivory bearing the Adoration of the Magi and the Nativity. 
Fifth or sixth century. British Museum. 
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Ivoiy: The Archangel Michael. 
Sixth century, British Museum. 
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Ivory casket. Tenth century. Musee de Cluny, Paris. 




Ivory triptych: Deesis and JJaints. Late tenth century. Louvre Museum, Paris. 




Ivoiy plaque ; The Crowning of the Emperor Romanos and the 
Empress Eudoxia by Christ, c. 9J0 
Biblioth^ue Nationale, Paris. 
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The Crowning of 

Constantine 

Poiphyrogenitus. 







I. Silver paten: The Communion of the Apostles, b. Bronze paten, lilevcnth century. Halberstadt, 

Sixth century. Bliss collection. 




Chalice. Eleventh cen^ty. The treasury of h. Paten. Eleventh cenluiy. The treasunr of St Mark’s. Venice. 

St Mark s, Venice. 
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f. Silver gilt and enanicl Bible cover associated 

with Nicephoros Phocas, 963-9. The Lavra, Reliquary for a fragment of the true cross. 

Mount Athos. Eleventh century. Esztergom, Hungary. 
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Reliquary cross of cloisonn^e enamel. Ninth century. Victoria and Albert Museum. 



Enamel cross. Twelfth century. Cosenza CaLhedral. 
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Silk bearing the Annunciation and the Nativity. Probably eighth 
century. Vatican. 


6o 







Silk beanng lions anti an inscription in the names of Romanos ami Christopher (921-31). Sicghurg (non ilcsiroyetl). 
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Embroidered epitaphion. 1407. Victoria and Albert Museum. 



Silk with eagles. Eleventh century. In the Church of 
Si Eusebius, Auxerre. 
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wall paintings and mosaics, but small line drawings in the mar- 
gins continued to be done in a good many biblical texts, more 
especially copies of the Psalms, and topical matter was often 
included in ^e illustrations; the wicked were, for example, 
sometimes depicted as icon lovers. Old Testament scenes were 
also sometimes illustrated on a small scale without backgrounds. 
Architectural and geometric compositions were also popular 
at this time, and an extra care was probably lavished on them 
because figural art was impossible. They were used extensively 
to frame the titles and canons, and similar non-representational 
compositions were also sometimes included in copies of the 
Gospels in place of the usual portraits of the evangelists. Lively 
animals and birds were often included in these composi- 
tions. 

Almost immediately after the raising of the iconoclast ban, 
figural art came back with renewed vigour. Perhaps because 
the tradition had been broken, there seems to have been an 
immediate return to Hellenistic models, and this is to be seen 
especially clearly in a magnificent copy of the homelies of 
Gregory of Nazianzus in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Gr. ^lo), 
which was executed for the Emperor Basil I between 867 and 
886. It contains an amazing wealth of illustrations, by several 
different hands, and in several different styles, and these serve 
to illustrate the situation in which art found itself at the time. 
Some of the pages are thus purely iconoclast, bearing symbolical 
leaved crosses, and no more ; oAers show a medley of scenes in 
the narrative style like that of the Cappadocian wall paintings ; 
others again bear magnificent figures of completely Hellenistic 
type. A page showing the Vision of Ezekiel may be noted 
(PI. 29). The first type of page must have been done by artists 
who had worked in iconoclast times, who were familiar with 
this formalist style; pages of the second type were perhaps 
done by monks called in from Cappadocia to set the ball of 
narrative figural art rolling once more ; the third type were by 
masters of the capital itself, who had perhaps been trained 
during iconoclast times on work of a secular character, and 
who turned to Hellenistic models as a matter of course, the 
secular art always having tended to follow that trend; the 



Manuscript Illustrations 139 

very Hellenistic character of secular floor mosaics of the fifth 
and sixth centuries from Antioch and Constantinople ^ is in 
marked contrast to the essentially Byzantine style which had 
already established itself in mosaics of a religious character 
even before the time of Justinian. 

Probably of much the same date as the magnificent Paris 5- 10, 
though it has sometimes been assigned to the seventh century,® 
is another manuscript in the Bibliotheque Nationale, usually 
known as the Paris Psalter (Gr. 139). It also contains magni- 
ficent illuminations of Hellenistic type; the page showing 
David composing the Psalms may be noted <P 1 . 30). The per- 
sonification of melody is copied from a Hellenistic picture of 
the goddess lo, and the sty le is thoroughly antique. A number 
of other Psalters, with full-page illustrations, show work of the 
same basically Hellenistic style, though it is not always as much 
to the fore as here. They are usually known as the ‘Aristo- 
cratic’ Psalters. Among the most important is one in the 
Marcian library at Venice (Marcian Gr. 17), which was made 
for Basil II (976-1025-). There is another of much the same 
date in the Vatican (V. Palat. Gr. 381), which is perhaps 
rather more antique in style than that of Basil II, but the latter 
has a grandeur about it w'hich is unequalled, and it is certainly 
one of the finest mid-Byzantine manuscripts that have come 
down to us. A page showing scenes from the life of David is 
illustrated here (PI. 31). 

In opposition to the ‘Aristocratic’ psalters, with their full- 
page illustrations, w^as another group, which had small-scale 
illustrations in the margins only. They carried on the traditions 
of iconoclast times. The Khludov Psalter at Moscow is probably 
the most important of them, and though its illustrations are 
no more than hasty line drawings in the maigins, they are often 
very effective. Another example of the type is in the British 
Mtiseum (Add. 1935-2); it was executed at Constantinople in 

1. See Doro Levi, Antiocb Mosaic Pavements, Princeton, 1948. *rhe pavement 
from the Great Palace at Constandnopie is probably to be dated to the early 
sixth century; see The Great Palace of the fyzamine Emperors, l, Oxford, 1947, 
and n, Edinburgh, 19^9. 

2. For instance Morey, Mediaeval Art, p. fo. For illustrattons see Omont, 
Miniatures des manuscnts greet de la Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris, 1929. 
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1066, and is especially important because its date and the 
locality where it was written and illustrated are known. 
The marginal illustrations were in some cases added subse- 
quently, and took the form of a sort of commentary upon the 
text. 

In addition to Psalters of these tw'o types, numerous other 
forms of biblical manuscripts were habitually illustrated from 
the ninth centurj’ onwards. Most usual, perhaps, were the 
Octateuchs, or volumes comprising the first eight books of the 
Old Testament. Their illustrations were often numerous, 
though not always very elaborate. Frequently they belong to a 
tradition similar to that followed by the illustrator of the 
famous Joshua Roll. But the frontispiece of one of the finest, 
the Smyrna Octateuch, which was unfortunately destroyed in 
the great fire of Smyrna shortly after the first world war, was 
of a more elaborate type ; it depicted the Ancient of Days hold- 
ing the world, in a style heralding that of Blake, Popular again 
were volumes concerned with the lives and dicta of the saints. 
Such was the Menologion, where the exploits of the saints were 
recorded in the order of the ecclesiastical calendar, or the 
Homilies, wherein their writings were preserved. Of the 
copies of the former the Menologion of Basil II (976-1025') in 
the Vatican (V. Gr. 1613) is probably the finest; it was illus- 
trated by eight different artists with as many as 43 o illustrations. 
Each painter recorded his name in the margin beside each 
picture. The painters seem to have constituted a school, work- 
ing imder the direction of a single master. Individual differences 
of style are apparent, but it is not easy to tie down the per- 
sonalities exactly, for the differences of style in the models 
that were followed also had a role to play, and it is for that 
reason that each of the eight painters does not seem to show 
complete uniformity in his work.^ 

The homilies of tJie various saints often contain, in addition 
to the miniatures depicting religious scenes, a portrait of the 


I, A. Venturi has much of interest to say on differences of style, but he feils 
to take into account the importance of stylistic differences in the model ; see 
Storia del Arte^ ii, p. 458. The whole manxiscript has been reproduced in 
facsimile; II Menologio di Bcsilio II, Vatican Codices, vni, Turin, 1907. 
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patron for whom the book was produced. Thus a copy of the 
Homilies of St John Chrysostom in Paris (Bibl. Nat., Coislin 
79), which was executed for Nicephorus HI (1078-81) con- 
tains no less than four repetitions of the Emperor’s portrait ; 
one shows him between St John Chn’sostom and the Arch- 
angel Michael. Examples of the Homilies of the monk James 
of Kokkinobaphos in the Vatican (V. Gr. 1162) and at Paris 
(Bibl. Nat. Gr. 1208) contain fine frontispieces depicting the 
church of the Holy Apostles at Constantinople, which are of 
great interest because of their subject matter, but the chief 
importance of these illustrations probably lies in the interpre- 
tation of them and of the text arrived at by Brehier.^ According 
to him the text reproduces the words of an old religious 
dialogue play, and he regards the miniatures as virtually 
sketches for the scenes before which the play was enacted. 
Further research on the lines instituted here by Brehier has led 
to the identification of other dramas and scenes. The Akathistos 
hymn, for example, with its twenty-four episodes from the life 
of the Virgin, probably had such an origin, and Madame Cottas 
has studied in detail a further drama of the Passion of Christ, 
and has pointed out the considerable influence that it exercised 
not only on manuscript illustration, but also on the develop- 
ment of wall painting. 2 Further investigations along the same 
lines are likely to produce not only interesting information 
about the development of Byzantine painting, but also about 
the history of the whole European theatre. 

More important than all these, Psalters, Homilies, and so 
on, however, were the illustrated copies of the Gospels, of 
which there were two more or less equally important forms, 
the Tetraevangelia, or four gospels, and the Evangelistria, or 
liturgical gospels, where die text arranged in the order of 
the daily lessons. Practically all of the former contained por^ 

1. See his Art hjzantin^ Paris, 1924, p> and also *Les Miniatures des 
Homelies du Moine Jacques et le theatre religieux k Byzance’, in Monumeoat 
Piot, xxrv, 1921. 

2 . VJnflueoce du drome Christos Paschon sur Part cbretien d^ orient, Paris, X93X. 
The subject is also dealt with more generally by her in Le Theatre a ^zance^ 
Paris, 1931, and by Brehier, in Journal des Sarants, August and September, 

1513- 
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traits of the evangelists at the coirunencements of their 
respective gospels, following the old Hellenistic custom of 
including a portrait of the author at the commencement of his 
work. These portraits exhibit considerable differences, not 
only in stjde and colouring, but also in iconography. Particular 
arrangements of the figures were probably associated with 
different regions. In the more old-fashioned ones the evangel- 
ists are shown standing, and they have the appearance of 
ancient philosophers; those in a copy of the Gospels at Paris, 
dating from 964 (Bibl. Nat. Gr. 70) may be cited. It has been 
suggested that the standing variant is to be associated with 
Egypt. ^ More often, how^ever, the figures are seated, but here 
again there are variants, and the side-face position has been 
assigned to Asia Minor and the frontal to Italy. Any very 
definite association of type and locality is, however, as yet 
premature. 

In addition to the portraits of the evangelists, the moi?e 
elaborate copies of both types of Gospels sometimes contain 
also portraits of patrons at the outset, and illustrations of the 
more important scenes of our Lord’s life throughout the text, 
either occupying a whole page, as in a fine Gospels in the 
Vatican (V. Urbin., Gr. 2), or added in the margin, as in a copy 
in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Gr. 115). Such scenes are more 
often present in the liturgical gospels, where they precede the 
lessons for the dap with which they have to do or are inter- 
spersed in the text, as in another copy in Paris (Bibl. Nat. Gr. 
74). This manuscript, which belongs to the eleventh centuiy, 
boasts as many as 372 small miniatures in a vivid, sprightly 
style, su^estive almost of Gothic art. The Nativity is thus, for 
example, frequently included before the reading for Christmas 
Day, the Anastasis before the reading for Easter Sunday, and 
so on. The style and iconography of these illiistrations is 
closely parallel to that of the wall paintings of similar date, and 

I. See A. M. Friend, ‘The Portraits of the Evangelists in Greek and Latin 
Manuscripts*, Art Studies, v, 1927, p. 124. La2arev lists a number of copies of 
the Go^ls which he thinks should be associated with Constantinople in his 
‘Mosaics of Cefalh*, ArtSulletin, xvn, 1935:, p. 209, n, 47. See also Weitzmann, 
‘E)as Evangelion in Skerophylakion zu Lavra’, Seaanarium Kondakorianim, viir, 
1936, p. 83. 
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the small-scale illustrations doubtless often sensed as the models 
from which the larger works were done. In the later manu- 
scripts, indeed, it is possible to distinguish tvvo distinct man- 
ners, which correspond with the Macedonian and Cretan 
schools of painting. 

In general the work of the middle period of Byzantine art is 
distinguished by a lavish use of gold, both for backgroimds, and 
for picking out the high-lights on costumes. Jewels are freely 
imitated on the costumes; the colours are rarely naturalistic, 
being more often bright and daring; invariably, however, they 
are extremely effective. Elaborate borders were frequently 
introduced, but purely ornamental work did not play the same 
role as in manuscripts of the Hibernian and Northumbrian 
schools. The art may be described as essentially an urban one ; 
there is little that is idyllic or naturalistic about it, and taken as 
a whole, the manuscripts of eleventh centuiy' date show more 
Oriental than Hellenistic spirit. The Eastern influence was 
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FIG. 7. - Kufic Script from a manuscript of the Homilies of John 
Chrj'sostom. 


not so much due to an inheritance from the past, but was often 
a contemporary one ; it is to be seen concretely in the presence 
of Kufic script in the ornament (see Fig. 7), as well as in the 
absence of Hellenistic naturalism in the drawing and the 
colouring. 

Manuscripts of the fourteenth century, a period w^hich saw 
such w’-onderful work in wall paintings and in mosaics, w’ere 
generally not as rich as those of the middle period, but a few 
are of outstanding importance, notably one executed for John 
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Cantaciizenos (1347-^5) which is now in the Bibliotheque 
Nationale at Paris ( Gr. 1242). The Transfiguration is a ver\' 
lovely picture, grand in conception, and monumental in style, 
more comparable to an icon than to a miniature (PI, 32). But 
the majority of manuscripts of the age were small in size, and 
paper was as often employed as the parchment which had been 
well-nigh universal before. Perhaps the most distinctive feature 
about them w^as a growing interest in portraiture, for not only 
were imperial patrons frequently depicted, but other persons 
also, who seem to have been dra^^^l from actual life. One of 
the most interesting is that of the high-admiral Apocaucos on 
the title page of a copy of Hippocrates in the Bibliotheque 
Nationale (Gr. 2144). He sits on a wooden chair, with a 
reading desk beside him ; his costume is of the finest woven 
silk, of a type of w’hich a number of actual examples are known 
in museums and treasuries in the West ; the work is in general 
spontaneous and expressive. The Lincoln College Typicon, now 
in the Bodleian at Oxford, contains as many as ten full-page 
portraits of members of the Imperial family; all are quite 
effective, in a ‘primitive’ style. 

Throughout the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth cen- 
turies a number of manuscripts were written and illustrated 
in the Balkans as well as in the Greek portions of the Byzantine 
world ; the most important were those done in Bulgaria, with 
miniatures of essentially Byzantine type, but with texts in old 
Bulgar. One, in the Vatican, dated to between i35'6 and 1362, 
contains a translation from the Greek of the historical writings 
of Constantine Manasses; another, in the British Museum, is 
known as the Curzon Gospels. These Balkan manuscripts are 
little known, but on the whole they are of no more than secon- 
dary importance. More numerous were manuscripts in Arme- 
nian, of which a considerable number has come down to us. 
The paintings in them are often very crude, but they have 
considerable importance from the iconographical point of 
view. In the main the style was Oriental, though in the eleventh 
century Constantinopolitan models appear to have been copied 
to some extent, and the influence of these models survived into 
the twelfth; indeed, the Western style was at this time re-fused 
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with the Eastern, to bring about something in the nature of an 
Armenian renaissance. 
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CHAPTER 8 


PANEL PAINTINGS 

The history of Byzantine panel painting was a long one, but 
it was not really until the twelfth century that this particular 
branch of art assumed the very great importance that is to be 
associated with it in later times. It may be that much early 
material has perished ; it may be that in the rich and prosperous 
days of the Empire such sumptuous products as embossed metal, 
enamel, or mosaic took the place of panels, except in the poorer 
houses or churches ; it may be that the production of panels was 
not taken veiy seriously until the iconostasis or screen between 
the body of the church and the sanctuary had been fully 
developed from the openwork balustrade of early times. It 
became, by the fourteenth century, a massive wooden struc- 
ture, taken up entirely with the support of icons. Whatever 
the reason, there are few panels of early date in existence to- 
day which show really first-class work. 

The origin of the art, so far as technique is concerned, is to 
be traced back to the tomb paintings of Graeco-Roman Eg)^pt. 
These paintings were done with a tempera or similar medium, 
on a gesso ground, the gesso usually being rubbed into canvas, 
which was in turn attached to a panel. Presumably the canvas 
was there owing to conservatism, since canvas had formed 
an intrinsic part of the original mummy wrapping. Whatever 
the reason for this double backing, the system was retained 
in the Byzantine world right down to comparatively recent 
times as an essential part of the technique of icon painting. 
Another technique known in Egjpt, the encaustic, where the 
colours were made of wax which was manipulated with a hot 
rod in place of a brush, survived only for a short time, and a 
few examples in the monastery of St Catherine on Mount 
Sinai and at Kiev are exceptions rather than typical products. 
They are to be dated to the seventh and eighth centuries. 

The earliest actual paintings on panel from outside Egjpt 
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date back probably to the sixth centur}'. The best known is 
probably a small wooden casket from the Sancta Sanctorum at 
the Lateran, and now in the Vatican museum at Rome. It bears 
on the lid a number of New Testament scenes, with the Cruci- 
fixion at the centre; both the stvle and the iconography are 
Eastern, and it has been suggested that the painting was done 
in Palestine, and brought back by some pilgrim ; each of these 
scenes probably bears witness to some shrine that he had 
visited. The figures are squat, and the style is primitive. More 
important is a much larger panel of the Madonna, from San 
Francesco Romana, in Rome, which has recently been brought 
to light from under a number of subsequent layers of repaint.^ 
The date of the original has been disputed, but it may be as 
early as the sixth centur\% and can hardly be later than the 
seventh. The style in this case is not Eastern ; the painting seems 
rather to herald the work of the twelfth century in Italy, and 
it is to be classed as a monument of Italian rather than of 
Byzantine art. A few other panels, of somewhat imcertain 
date, complete the collection of pre-iconoclast material. 

In the iconoclast period lai^e religious pintings on pnel 
were of course excluded. But it may be su^ested that small 
icons which could be easily hidden were used at this time by 
those who did not wish to court displeasure, but who had at 
the same time a faith in religious pictures. Indeed, the great 
popularity of the icon in the home, which to-day characterizes 
the vrhole Orthodox world, be it Slav or Greek, may perhaps 
date from this time, icons being kept at home when fhey were 
not permitted to be seen in public. It is also possible that some 
of the icons preserved in Ae monastery of St Catherine on 
Mount Sinai were done at this time, the ban not having been 
enforced so frr from the capital. ^ 

Icons of the ‘Second Golden Age’ of Byzantine art, from the 
ninth to the twelfth century, are still not very nxnnerous. A few 
panels survive in various places in Italy, but their style, like 
that of the Madonna from San Francesco Romana, is Italian 

1 . Pico Cellini, ‘Una Madonna molto antica’, pToporzioni, i^s^. No. 3, with 
coloured plate. 

2. G. and M. Sotiriou, leones du Mont Sinaia Athens, 195S. 
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rather than Byzantine, even if they are in what the Italians call 
the ‘maniera byzantina’. More important are those in Russia, 
most of which have been brought to light owing to an active 
policy of cleaning the renowned icons which was inaugurated 
shortly before, and continued after, the revolution. Some of 
these icons, like one with the Anastasis now in the Hermitage 
(Pi, 34u), were actually importations from Constantinople; 
others were painted by Greeks working in Russia ; others again 
were purely Russian products, in the Byzantine manner. The 
most important of them is a panel of outstanding quality known 
as *Our Lady of Vladimir’, which was probably painted in 
Constantinople about 1125- and taken to Russia soon after 
(PL 33).^ It represents the Viigin of Tenderness, where the 
child’s cheek is pressed in affection against that of his mother. 
Icons of ‘Our Lady of Tolga’ and of St Demetrius, also pre- 
sented in Russia, are again of twelfth-century date, and show 
the grandeur and superb quality of Byzantine work of the 
period, though they are perhaps rather less intimate and 
delicate in feeling than ‘Our Lady of Vladimir’, w'here the 
blend of austere reticence and passionate tenderness is carried 
to an almost incredible degree. 

With the thirteenth century panel painting seems to have 
increased in importance throughout the Orthodox world. 
Before that date panels were usually confined to single figures, 
such as Christ, the Virgin, or a particular saint ; from the thir- 
teenth century onwards scenes began to be depicted also, and 
as time went on the actual scenes selected, as well as the num- 
ber of figures shown in each scene, began to increase, xmtil, 
in the fifteenth century, all kinds of obscure subjects were 
treated. But at first oidy a few principal scenes of the New 
Testament were shown, the number selected being determined 
by some external association. Thus in early times seven scenes 
were usually chosen, the number being suggested by the days 
of creation. Later ten were chosen, because of the number of 
the beatitudes, and from the fourteenth century twelve was 

1, See A, J. Anisimov, OurLadjr of Yladimir, Prague, 1928. For good illus- 
trations of most of the other icons in Russia see Farbman, Masterpieces of Kmsian 
Painting, London, 1930. 
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the more usual figure, on the basis of the number of the 
Apostles. The scenes selected almost invariably included the 
Annunciation, the Nativity, the Presentation, the Baptism, the 
Transfiguration, the Entry into Jerusalem, the Crucifixion, 
the Resurrection, the Ascension, and Pentecost. To make 
this number up to twelve, two other scenes were selected, 
their nature being determined by circumstances. Thus if the 
church in which the icon was to stand was dedicated to the 
Mrgin, the Visitation and the Dormition (Assumption) would 
be added; if the patron were our Lord, choice was made 
from the Incredulity of Thomas, the Descent iBrom the Cross, 
or, most frequently, the Raising of Lazarus. If further scenes 
were required, as in later times they often were, they were 
selected from the Miracles of Christ, from the Old Testament, 
or from the lives of particular Saints and Martyrs. Often icons 
of particular saints were surrounded by borders, wherein were 
depicted, in a series of miniatures, scenes from the life of the 
saint concerned. 

The schools of icon painting were numerous, for each 
locality, in later times at least, boasted its own particular man- 
nerisms, and these seem to have been more marked in panel 
painting than they were in wall painting. Again, panels tended 
to be more unworldly in character than the wall paintings, 
for whereas the wall painting w’as there primarily to record the 
Bible story on the walls of the church, the icon often tended 
to become almost a cult image, imbued with a semi-miraculous 
power in and for itself. As a result of this belief, the painter 
of icons tended to be less concerned with reahty or nature than 
was the w^all painter or mosaicist. Perspective and anatomy 
were often less regarded, colouring tended to be symbolic 
rather than realistic ; the aim was to cany the spectator away 
from the aSairs of this world rather than to reproduce it before 
him. Like the liturgy, the icon repeated certain well-known 
forms, and its merit lay in the quality of the repetition, not 
in any search for originality. As with a well-known play of 
Shakespeare, familiarity led to more profound appreciation, 
not to weariness. 

Icon painting thus tended to embody the opposite aim to 
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that which was before the painters of Renaissance Italy, and 
their technique was eqxially istinct. The icon painter thus laid 
on high-iights in bright colours where a Western painter would 
shade ; there -were no attempts at chiaroscuro ; colours w'ere 
used as an intrinsic part of the composition. Western art, again, 
makes use of everday figures to express a religious content, 
whereas the figures of the icon are not of every day; they are 
themselves fimdamentally religious, of the other world rather 
than of this, the aim being to exalt the spirit to a higher plane. 
They make no appeal to sentiment, being concerned with the 
life of the mind rather than the life of the body. The aesthetic 
basis of the art is thus distinct, and it cannot be appreciated 
unless the normal canons of the Western w^orld are cast aside. 
In fact, the outlook is probably closer to that of Far Eastern art, 
where the ‘handed down model’ w’as regarded as of outstanding 
importance, and w'here there was the same stress on the 
spiritual as opposed to the mundane.^ It is even possible that 
Chinese painting may have exercised a more or less direct 
influence on the development of the Byzantine panel-painting 
style, for the same conventions seem to have been frequently 
adopted in both.^ But to anyone who comes to the icon with 
Eastern canons in mind, or w^ho comes with an open judgement, 
the great power of the good work is at once apparent. It is, 
perhaps, an austere art, and it is something to which we are 
unaccustomed. But, like much of the art of to-day, which is not 
easy to understand at first glance, its significance lies below the 
surface; it is an art of the spirit rather than of the flesh, and 
must be approached from that point of view. 

The distinction of schools is no easy matter, for the study of 
icon painting is still in its infency, and a very great deal still 
remains to be learnt. It would seem, however, that a particu- 
larly delicate, polished manner distinguished the capital, and 
several icons survive from the thirteenth centuiy which were 
probably painted there, even if they found their way to other 

1. See A. F. Kindersley, in a review of A. K. Coomaraswamy’s ‘The Trans- 
formation of Nature in Art% in Journal of the nojal Central Asian Society, xxii, 
Oct. 193^, p. 672. 

2. See L. Bacfahofer, ‘Chinese Landscape Painting in the Eighth Century*, 
TbeBarlingum Magazine, Jxm, Nov. 1^3 s> p* 185. 
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places at a subsequent date. Most important are some large 
panels in the church of St Clement at Ochrida in Serbia ; the 
most lovely shows the Virgin and Child on one side and 
the Annunciation on the other (PL 3 5-). There are similar icons 
at Decani, also in Serbia.^ Others exist in churches in Greece, 
and a striking Ascension at Nicosia in Cyprus may also be noted, 
though it is of the fifteenth rather than the fourteenth century. 
By far the greatest number of examples, however, have now 
found their way into museums, more especially the Benaki and 
the Bran tine Museums at Athens, the Hermitage at Lenin- 
grad, and the Pushkin Museum and the Tretiakov Gallery at 
Moscow. There are also a few examples in private collections. 
A fine Dormition of the Virgin of the fourteenth century in 
the Pushkin Museum at Moscow may be noted (PL 34h), 
while a Baptism, once in the possession of Mr Stanley Casson, 
shows the continuance of the style into the fifteenth century 
(PL 36). As has already been noted, more cleaning had until 
recently been done in Russia than elsewhere, and this has 
served to disclose a good deal of fourteenth- and fifteenth- 
centuiy material of high quality. 

A few Greeks were still working in Russia at the end of the 
fourteenth century, notably Theophanes the Greek, whose 
name is best known in coimexion with w^all paintings at 
Novgorod (1378) and Moscow (1405'). His icons illustrate the 
diflFerence of manner between panels and wall paintings, for 
several that can be assigned to him have sunived and are now 
preserved in the Tretiakov Gallery at Moscow; they are more 
severe and more elegant than his works on a larger scale. Also, 
perhaps, they are more Russian, Russian work being more 
feminine in character than By2antine at this date, and at the 
same time perhaps even more lovely. Nowhere is this to be 
seen to a more marked degree than in the work of the great 
painter Andrew Rublev (c. 1370-c. 1430), who worked with 
Theophanes in Moscow. His Old Testament Trinity, painted 
about 14 1 o, is a work of the most subtle and enchanting beauty, 
and represents the highest peak of Russian panel painting. It is 

I . They were shown at the exhibition of Yugoslav painting in Paris in 1949. 
See catalogue, V Art medieval jougoslave, p. 38- 
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to be distinguished from a Byzantine work by the delicate 
pastel shades of the colouring, by the subtle, swaying figures, 
with long necks and tall shoulders, and by a generally more 
rhythmical composition. These features are primarily national, 
and serve to distinguish Russian from Byzantine or Greek 
work. But within Russia itself further distinctions on a stylistic 
basis also sen’e to separate a number of local schools one from 
the other. The most important w'ere those of Novgorod, 
flourishing from the thirteenth to the mid fifteenth century, 
Pskov, flourishing in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
Suzdal, from the thirteenth to the fifteenth century, Vladimir, 
from the thirteenth to the fourteenth century, and Moscow', 
from the early fifteenth century until the eclipse of the old 
manner at the end of the seventeenth century, as a result 
of the vfestemizing reforms of Peter the Great. A late school, 
the Stroganov, which developed out of that of Moscow, was 
of more local importance. 

Icons of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries are naturally 
very much more numerous than those of earlier date, and many 
were still of high quality, though mass production had to some 
extent already set in. In Greece the greatest number are to be 
associated with the Cretan school, which was essentially a panel 
painting style. The earliest paintings in Crete itself belong to 
the beginning of the fourteenth century; an artist by the name 
of Pagomenos who was working there between 1314 and 1328 
may be noted. He, and other painters in the island, seem to have 
developed a rather meticulous manner, characterized by great 
precision and by a marked use of bright high-lights, between 
this time and the decoration of the Peribleptos at Mistra 
(c, 13^0), and soon after a distinctive Cretan iconography 
began to develop also. But it is not easy to say exactly how much 
of the manner that later came to be knowm as Cretan was due to 
native artists and how much to the school of Mistra.^ It has also 
been suggested that Venetian influence was important, but 

I . It has thus been suggested that the high-lights result from the curious 
lifting of the Cretan landscape, where the sun produces a similar effect upon 
the rocks. Actually, however, high-lights were used in Roman times, and must 
hacvc passed to Byzantine painting along with numerous other elements from 
the old classical world. 
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recent evidence suggests that the influence was probably more 
in the opposite direction, for in their earlier work such painters 
as Giovanni Bellini employed at times a very icon-like manner. 
At a later date, on the other hand, Venice undoubtedly in- 
fluenced the development of the Cretan school, and the six- 
teenth- century painting of southern Greece and the islands often 
shows concrete instances of Venetian influence. For instance, 
the habit of signing icons with the painter’s name was probably 
adopted from Italy, and it became usual at this time; at an 
earlier date the majority of the icons that we know were anony- 
mous. Of the numerous artists whose names we know, the 
most important -was probably Michael Damaskenos. 

Quite distinct from the Cretan school proper is one which 
was termed Graeco-Italian by Kondakov, Likhachev, and 
others. To it are to be assigned the works of a number of Greeks 
who worked in Italy, such as Emanuel Zanfumari, who lived in 
the later sixteenth and earlier seventeenth centuries ; he painted 
a fine icon of the death of St Ephraim Syrus, of which there is 
one version in the Vatican gallery and another in the Northwick 
collection in Gloucestershire. Another important work of this 
group is the reliquary of Cardinal Bessarion in the Accademia 
at Venice, which is dated to 1443 A The school is characterized 
by a rather more sombre colouring than that of the Cretan 
proper, and by a generally softer touch. In addition shading 
was at times used to effect modelling, and the high-lights were 
much less marked, so that the general effect was less ethereal, 
and a more direct appeal was made by way of sentiment. 

In addition to these wider groups, the Cretan and the 
Graeco-Italian, local schools are also to be distinguished. Thus 
one may be associated with Mount Athos, another with the 
more easterly Greek islands, another with Cyprus, and so on. 
On Athos, in addition to an iconography of Extern extraction 
and to that affection for obscure subject matter which always 
seems to be associated with a monastic commtmity, a love of 
minute, profuse decoration seems to have been to the fore, 
the colours were bright and decorative, and eyes were usually 
shown as small black pin-heads. The work of the more easterly 

X, Melanges Diehl^ Paris, 1530, n. Pis. 11 and BL 
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islands shows a preference for light colours, such as pale blue 
and pink. That of Cj'prus is much more Latinized, shading being 
more popular than the use of bright high-lights ; figures of 
kneeling donors in semi-European costumes are often in- 
cluded. In Bulgaria, again, a national manner seems to have 
been arrived at by the fifteenth centuiy, if not before, the most 
characteristic feature being the use of a black backgroxmd. 
Later we see a number of local schools in that country^ which 
can be distinguished without very great difficult)^^ Similar 
schools existed in Serbia, though as yet little has been done to 
distinguish them. At Venice and along the Adriatic coast an- 
other school was at work, the paintings of which show a com- 
plete mingling of Venetian and B}^ntine elements. The most 
usual subject was the Virgin and Child. The backgrounds of 
these Madonnas are gilt, and are also often decorated with 
scroll patterns scratched through the gold. The features of 
the Madonnas are carefully modelled, and a direct appeal is 
made to sentiment. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The most important general study of the subject is that of WuIfiF and 
Alpatov, VenkmSler der Ikonmalerei, Dresden, 19 2 j. For an outline in 
which Greece is considered as well as Russia, see N. P. Kondakov, 
The Russian Icon, translated and edited by E. H. Minns, Oxford, 1927. 
The Prague edition of the same work is more fully illustrated with a 
magnificent series of plates, but is in Russian. 

There is no single book on Greek icons, though articles on indivi- 
dual panels or groups of paintings are numerous. Xyngopoulos’s 
Catalogue of tdie Icons, Benaki Museum, 1936 (in Greek), is probably 
the most important. Sotiriou’s Guide du Musee bjzantin d’Athenes may 
also be noted. See also D. Talbot Rice, fyzantine Icons, London, 1959, 
and G. and M. Sotiriou, leones du Mont Sinai, Athens, 19 

Books on Russian icons are comparatively numerous. For a short 
summary, with illustrations in colour, see the writer’s King Penguin, 
liassian Icons, London, 1947. For a fuller study see Kondakov, as above, 
and for more recent material see M. Farbman, Masterpieces oj Russian 
Painting, London, 1930. The most recent material has been collected 
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MAJOR SCULPTURE 


The study of Bj-zantine stone sculpture is still very much in 
its infancy, and it is only of very recent years that sufficient 
material has become available to permit anything like a com- 
prehensive surv’ey. Excavations and explorations in the Near 
East, more especially since the first world war, have, however, 
filled the museums of Constantinople, Athens, Sofia, and else- 
where, and there is to-day enough material a\^ilable to show’ 
that stone sculpture w^as, anyhow until the eleventh or 
tw’elfth century, a great deal more important than w’as at one 
time imagined, and even if figural work gave place to a great 
extent to ornamental, the ornamental w’ork w’as often by no 
means of negligible artistic quality. It remains, however, for 
much of this material to be published in easily accessible form, 
and no satisfactory monograph on Byzantine stone sculpture 
has as yet been produced. 

The stylistic changes which came about in this art between 
the fourffi and seventh centuries were perhaps more marked 
than those in any other, and the distinction between a trulv 
Roman and a truly Byzantine piece of sculpture is very marked 
indeed. A change had actually set in in Roman work well before 
the Christian era, and we can trace its course by way of such 
monuments as the arch of Galerius at Salonica (298), the arch 
of Constantine at Rome, and the base of the column of Theo- 
dosios at Constantinople (390). But the change of style was not 
by any means uniform all over the Empire, for at Rome it was 
much slower, and portrait sculpture continued in the old 
strain almost until the sixth century, whereas in the East it 
was rapid and all-embracing. The survival of the Roman style 
of portraiture into Byzantine times is illustrated by a number 
of monuments, notably the colossal statue of Valentinian I at 
Barletta (364-74). A similar statue depicting Justinian stood 
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at Constantinople, but it does not sur\ive. The krge imperial 
sarcophagi of porphyr^^ now in the \"atican and on the terrace 
of the Museum of Antiquities at Constantinople, are again 
Romanizing works, though it is likely that they were carved 
in Egypt, since the material came from there, and there is 
evidence to suggest that sculpture was more often moved in 
a finished state than in the raw in ancient times. But it seems 
more likely that such carvings as these, which are in a very 
classical manner, were done either in Rome or Constantinople 
than in the Nile valley, where a more Oriental style seems to 
have predominated. This eastern styde is to the fore in certain 
other sculptures in porphjiy^ such as the figures of tetrarchs 
built into St Mark’s at Venice, or two similar figures in the 
Vatican. They are in a non-idealistic style, with the large heads, 
staring eyes, and dumpy proportions which are characteristic 
of eastern work even more in sculpture than in painting. 
Such w'ork w’as done in Syria and Palestine, and the styie 
passed from there to Egypt even before the adoption of 
Christianity as the official religion ; later it played an important 
role in the development of Coptic art.^ 

In other work of the fourth centmy the Hellenic element 
was most to the fore, as for example in a sarcophagus from 
Constantinople known as the Sarigiizel Sarcophagus (Pi. 38b). 
The figure subjects that adorn the sides of a group of sarcophagi 
from Asia Minor, known as the Sidamarra or Lydian sarcophagi, 
are more Hellenistic.^ There is a particularly famous example 
in the Berlin Museum bearing a figure of Christ, which has 
frequently been illustrated (PL 37). The ornamental work is, 
on the other hand, quite unclassical, for it avoids naturalism 
and modelling, and seeks its effect through contrasting light 
and shade. The vine and acanthxis scrolls which form the basis 
of this decoration are, in fact, treated as stylized, foimal 
ornament, rather than as variants upon naturalistic forms. 

It has sometimes been argued that this type of sculpture was 

1. J. L* Orange, Studien zw Geschidite des spStantiken Portraits, Oslo, 1533, 
pp. 17 and 24. See also Hasdofif, Pre-Pomanesque Sculpture in Italj, Florence— 

^93o> chs* z 3- 

2. For other sarcophagi of the type see J. Shapley, in Art Bulletin, v, 1922, 
p. 61. 
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adopted purely as the result of the evolution of Roman man- 
nerisms, but it is more probable that it came about owing to 
the influence of a distinct artistic comprehension, which had 
its birth in the East, and penetrated to Anatolia early in the 
Christian era A From the sixth century onwards, in any case, 
figural reliefs of Hellenistic type and ornamental work which 
is basically non-representational in conception, appear to- 
gether side by side all over the Byzantine world. Capitals, cor- 
nices, and other architectural stonework were, however, more 
often decorated with non-representational motift, while pul- 
pits, closure slabs, and so forth were often adorned with 
figures. An ambo from Salonica, which is now in the Museum 
of Antiquities, Constantinople, shows the blend of the two 
manners in the sixth century. The blend is shown also in a 
type of capital w'hich w'as particularly popular in the fourth and 
fifth centuries, and w^hich is usually knowm as the Theodosian 
(PL 41a). Here the classical volutes and the acanthus decor- 
ation of classical art are retained, but they are treated in a 
completely non-classical manner. The change of idea and 
style is accompanied also by a technical change, the drill being 
used almost to the exclusion of the chisel ; it was better suited 
to produce the silhouette effect which was desired, whereas 
the chisel was essentially an implement designed to achieve 
modelling. 

Another distinctive feature of fifth- and early sixth-centuiy 
work is a flat, cold style of figural sculpture, not unlike that 
practised in Palmyrene work some three centuries earlier, or 
in an interesting group of ftmeral stelae from Altyn Tash in 
Asia Minor, which are to be assigned to the first century a.d,^ 
A head from Ephesus, now at Vienna, one recently found at 
Nish in Yugoslavia, and another at Milan, probably of Theodora, 
may be noted (PL 39a). While its association with Theodora 
is xmcertain, there is reason to support its attribution to the 
age of Justiman. More usual than such free-standing sculptures, 

1, Ri^l was the first to suggest the idea of evolution in Rome; the most 
recent exponent of the thesis is Swift, Roman Sources of Christian Art, The 
protagonist of the eastern theory was of course Strsygowski, 

2. G, Mendel, Catalogue du Musk de Brousse, Athens, 1908, p. 3^. 
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however, were slabs vAth a decoration in bas-relief. Examples 
are quite numerous, especially in the Museum of Antiquities 
at Istanbul ; a slab bearing the Archangel Gabriel at Antalia may 
be cited (PL s^b). Some date it to the sixth century; others 
have assigned it to the eleventh, but this dating is certainly too 
late, though now that the true character of the art of the period 
immediately after iconoclasm is coming to be recognized, a 
date in the ninth century would not be impossible. The same 
style is to the fore in capitals in the Constantinople ^^useum, 
where animals take the place of the classical volutes (PL 4.1/ ). 
They are to be assigned to the sixth century, a date at which 
a great many elaborate variations on the classical theme of the 
capital were being made, though the decorations were more 
often ornamental than figural. 

In contrast to such very polished and finished canings, others 
of a coarser, more rough and ready style may be cited, such as 
some reliefs from the church of the Studion at Constantinople, 
which are to be assigned to the fifth century. One, showing 
the Entry into Jerusalem, is illustrated (PL 3847). Tfiere is a 
similar relief in the Museum of Antiquities showing the 
Sacrifice of Abraham, and another at Berlin, bearing St Peter. 
These were probably done at Constantinople, but the carv’er 
was in close touch with the Syrian style of work, and he tended 
to look back to the past, whereas the men who carved the 
Panachrantos arch or the angel relief mentioned below were 
heralds of the style of the future ; their work is medieval in 
spirit; that of the Studion reliefs is decadent classicism. The 
Syrian style at its height, however, was capable of producing 
very effective, if not elegant, results, and the two front columns 
of the ciborium in St Mark’s at Venice are the most outstanding 
examples of the style. They date from the fifth century, though 
they were probably only brought to St Mark’s from Syria at a 
later date.^ 

If figural work was executed at several centres and in a 
number of different styles in and aroxmd the age of Justinian, 

1. The two rear columns are usually considered to be medieval copies. 
Haseloff, however, thinks they are contemporary with the front ones, though 
by a weaker hand ; Pre- Romanesque Sculpture in Italy ^ Florence-Paris, 1 9 30, p. 27. 
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pxirely ornamental work was even more universal. It is to be 
seen at its best, perhaps, in Constantinople itself, for example 
in the capitals of Sancta Sophia, where the motifs are all treated 
very formally, even if they are basically naturalistic. The under- 
cutting of the ornament, the formalistic feeling, and the 'all- 
over’ character of the decoration are all essentially Eastern, but 
classical forms, like the volutes at the comers, often survive, 
and in other types the classical acanthus remains as the basis of 
the decoration, though it has undergone changes. Its most 
popular variant was known as the wind-blown acanthus ; there 
are fine examples of the type at Salonica, Ravenna, and else- 
where. Indeed, the examples from different areas are some- 
times so closely akin that it seems likely that all were carved 
in a common centre, and were exported in a finished state to 
the various sites in which they were used. A number of 
examples are shown together on Pi. 41, which serve to illus- 
trate not only the changes of style and the types of decoration, 
but also the changes of form that came about as a result of the 
development of die Byzantine architectural style; the impost 
capital, where the classical volutes survive below, but where 
an extensive surface to support a brick arch has been provided 
above, is especially noteworthy (Pi. 41b), The main centre of 
production for such things was Marmora Island, where the prin- 
cipal quarries w^ere situated. Often capitals imported from 
there were copied in fer distant places. In San Vitale at Ravenna, 
for example, the capitals are imports from the Maimora, 
whereas the imposts above them were carved locally; their 
workmanship is very much coamer. But this does not mean that 
good work was restricted to the Marmora alone. Sometimes 
that done elsewhere was of a very high standard, as for example 
in the sarcophagi of Ravenna, like that of Archbishop Theodore. 
The Archbishop died in 691, and the sarcophagus was perhaps 
carved for him, though the practice of re-employing go^ 
sarcophagi was by no means unknown, and the best are 
probably to be assigned to the later fifth and earlier sixth 
centuries, rather than to the seventh; it was at the earlier 
period that Ravenna was most prosperous, and then that the 
finest of its mosaics were set up. 
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The various styles of sculpture which had been evolved by 
the sixth century continued in use in the seventh, and recent 
research suggests that quite a lot of work was also done in 
iconoclast times; the closure slabs bearing a decoration of 
purely geometric motife or of single crosses, which are common 
in Greece and at Constantinople, were probably in many cases 
produced at that time, and there was probably a rerival in post- 
iconoclast times ; a fine slab in the British Museum is probably 
to be assigned to the tenth century (PI. 4.0a), At the close of 
the period figural work probably began to blossom anew with 
the same rigour as in miniature painting. It is, however, often 
very hard to date examples, and there has been dispute as to 
whether the fragmentary ciborium arch from the church of 
St Mary Panachrantos at Constantinople (PL 42) should be 
assigned to the sixth or to the tenth centuiy% when the church 
in which it was found was reconstructed. With the eleventh 
century a more formal style developed, where the lines were 
severe and abstract, and where naturalistic modelling gave 
place to rhythmic composition. The finest example of this 
style is a fiagmentary slab, bearing the Virgin Orans, from the 
church of the Mangana at Constantinople, and now in the 
Museum of Antiquities (PL 43). The church was founded by 
Constantine Monomachos between 1048 and 10^4, and the 
slab is probably to be assigned to the same date. There are a 
number of similar slabs in the same museum, in St Markus at 
Venice (PL 40c), at Ravenna, and elsewhere, but none is as 
fine as that from the Mangana. Archangels, saints, and some- 
times imperial figures were also depicted on slabs in a similar 
way. 

In addition to figural subjects, animals and birds of Oriental 
type and geometric patterns were also carved. The former seem 
to have been especially popular in Greece ; they were also used 
in Italy (PI. 40b). Such slabs would appear often to have been 
copied from textiles imported from Persia or elsewhere in the 
Ishunic world, and purely Islamic motife Hke the Kufic script 
were sometimes copied as well. Indeed, Kufic letters, often 
not properly understood, but used simply as an ornamental 
motif, were frequently used as the borders of sculptured slabs. 
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A whole series of such slabs, mostly of tenth century date, is 
built into the walls of a church at Athens known as the ‘Little 
Metropolis L For some reason the Oriental influence was much 
more marked in Greece than, elsewhere; at Constantinople, 
though animal and bird motifs occur, they savour more of the 
old models known and used by the early Christians than of the 
textiles of eighth and ninth century Persia. 

Slabs of these various types were usually carved in low relief, 
but other techniques were also known, even if they were less 
common. Thus the ground was sometimes completely cut 
aw’ay, learing the design as an open-work pattern, or it w'as cut 
away rather roughly and the incised area was filled in with 
coloured paste or coloured stones, to produce what may best be 
termed incrustation work. The former technique w^as seldom 
practised after the sixth century; the latter was probably most 
common in the tenth and eleventh. A number of examples, 
now in the Constantinople Museum, w’ere found during 
excavations in St Mary Panachrantos ; the finest of them bears 
a standing figure of St Eudoxia, the incrustation being in 
coloured marbles (PI. 44). 

Low’-relief w’ork akin to that usual between the ninth and 
tw^elfith centuries w^as produced also in Palaeologue times, but 
the relief tended to become lower as time went on, till even- 
tually a system which w^as little more than engraving sup- 
planted that of carving proper. Technically speaking, such 
work had reached the extreme of decadence, and the results 
cannot lay claim to great artistic merit. Yet they are, neverthe- 
less, sometimes not without charm, as in the case of a seated 
figure of Christ of the fourteenth or early fifteenth century in 
the Metropolis at Mistra. But this decline of technique was not 
universal, and some carvings of the thirteenth or early four- 
teenth century above the south door of the church of Sancta 
Sophia at Trebizond are in high relief and are also quite well 
done. They depict scenes from Genesis, the iconography being 
of the eastern rather than the fully-fledged Byzantine family. It 
is possible that the sculptors were to some extent inspired from 
Annenia, where stone caning of a rather formal type flour- 
ished from the tenth till the fourteenth centuries; the most 
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important examples are the reliefs showing Old Testament 
scenes and animals of Persian tj-pe that adorn the whole 
exterior of the church on the island of Achthamar in Lake Van 

Ornamental as opposed to figural work in this last age 
changed in a rather similar way, for it tended to become more 
profuse and more minute ; sometimes the sculptured slabs look 
almost like ornamental drawings on the page of a book. 
Islamic motifs came to be employed more and more frequently, 
including geometric and interlacing patterns and Kufic script. 
Some quite attractive slabs bearing ornament of this type are 
preserv’ed in the Byzantine museum at Athens ; others are to be 
seen in various places in Greece and the Balkans; the most 
striking are perhaps those built into a church at Volo in 
Thessaly .2 Designs which obviously spring from the same 
models appear on contemporary textiles and ceramics. 

Sculpture in Wood. Though it was probably important, sculp- 
ture in wood of early date is now practically unknown to us, 
owing to the fragile nature of the material, which has pre- 
vented its preserv'ation except in the driest of climates, like 
that of Egypt. There Coptic woodwork has survived m quite 
considerable quantities, though it is outside the scope of this 
volxime. In the Byzantine world itself wood was certainly im- 
portant for doors, and probably also for iconostases, though 
the development of these on a large scale did not come about 
till the middle period. Of the early doors in wood, the most 
important that have survived are those of Santa Sabina in Rome, 
which were set up in 432. They are dirided up into small 
panels, bearing biblical scenes. The iconography is of the 
eastern family, but it is not certain whether the doors were 
canned in Syria or in Rome by eastern craftsmen.^ That the 

1 . Achthamar, as an Armenian and not a Byzantine building, is beyond the 
scope of this book, though it is of very great importance in any comparative 
study of East Christian sculpture. For illustrations and references see 
Strzygowski, Origin of Christian Church Art^ p- 63. For the Trebizond reliefe see 
M. Alpatov, ‘Les Reliefs de Sainte Sophie de Trebizonde’, Byzantion, iv, 
1927-8, p. 407. 

2. See N. J. Giannopoulos and G. Millet, in Bulletin de Correspondence 
HeUeniqaej VTI-IX, 1920, p. 181. 

3. Haseloff, Pre^ Romanesque Sculpture in Ita^f p. 18. 
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majority of doors of this type have long since perished is sug- 
g;ested bv the pitiable state of such a fine late example as that 
in the church of the Nativity at Bethlehem, which dates from 
1227. A few doors, in a more or less damaged condition, do, 
however, sur\-ive in Greece and the Balkans. Most important 
are those of the church of St Nicholas at Ochrida in Yugo- 
slavia, of the first quarter of the fourteenth century-, which 
bear figure subjects, or those at Olympiotissa in Thessaly, dated 
i^o£y which bear geometric designs. There are examples of 
fifteenth-century date in quite a number of the museums of the 
Balkans, notably at Bucharest, 

From the Palaeologue period very much more survives, for 
wood was by then extensively used for iconostases, episcopal 
thrones, and similar pieces of ecclesiastical fiimiture. Some of 
this woodwork is finely carv-ed in a rather rococo style. Often 
the carving was subsequently gilt; a characteristic example of 
an iconostasis of early eighteenth-century date from a church 
in Cyprus is now preserved in the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
Small crosses in sandalwood were also frequently carved in a 
very minute style from late Palaeologue times onwards ; the 
majority, however, belong to post-Byzantine times, that is to 
say, they date from after the fell of Constantinople in 145' 3, 
and are to be classed as examples of ‘peasant’ art. They are 
often attractive, but are not to be compared with the magni- 
ficent carvings in ivory of imperial days. Mount Athos was an 
important centre of production of such things. 

Free-standing sctilpture in w-ood, as we know it in the 
Western world, was never usual in Byzantine art, where the 
painted panel took the place that was occupied by the cult 
statue in the Renaissance or Gothic world. A tall figure of a 
saint at Ochrida, which dates from the fourteenth century, is 
practically the only example that is known on a large scale; and 
it is almost as much Romanesque as it is Byzantine ; small figures 
or reliefs in wood were, however, more common, but they 
are to be classed alongside the ivories, rather than as pieces of 
monumental sculpture. 
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Byzantine ivories can most conveniently be considered 
under two divisions, an early and a late. In the early division a 
number of definite groups can be distinguished, determined 
both according to the nature of the object and upon stylistic 
groxmds, but it is by no means easy to be sure of the provenance 
of more than a few of the individual examples. In the second 
division there is far less de\Tation from the mean, for a clearly 
marked Byzantine style dominated all the work. The nature 
of the objects, again, is much more uniform, for small plaques 
bearing Christ, 3ie Virgin, or saints were well-nigh universal, 
except for an important group of caskets, most of which are 
adorned with secular subjects. 

In a study of the early ivories, a good many centres, or pos- 
sible centres, of production have to be taken into account. 
Work was certainly done at Rome, both before and after the 
adoption of Christianity, and the lovely diptych of the Sym- 
machi and Nicomachi, carved to celebrate a marriage between 
these two families is no doubt to be assigned there. Though 
it is to be dated to the fifth century, it shows no sign of the 
influence of the realist style. It is now divided between the 
Victoria and Albert and the Cluny Museums. When once the 
capital was transferred there, Constantinople must also have 
become a centre of production. Ivories were perhaps car\'ed 
in northern Italy; Milan has been noted as the home of a 
distinctive school and work was probably done at Ravenna. 
A group has also been associated with Provence.^ But the 
evidence goes to show that there were two centres which 
were more important, namely Alexandria and Antioch. Work 
in both was at first of a definitely Hellenistic character, but as 
time progressed Syrian ‘realism’ gradually exercised a more 

1. See E, Baldwin Smith, Early Christian Iconography and the School qfProvaice, 
PiincetOD, 151 8. 
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and more marked effect, especially at Antioch, and by the 
fourth centurj' ivories associated %vith that city can be dis- 
tinguished by their forceful style, whereas those of Alexandria 
remained more idealistic in conception. Indeed, an essentially 
classical style, where elegance and delicacj' were the dominat- 
ing factors, sunived there until the sixth century. In the rest 
of Egypt, however, the realist style of Syria was adopted at an 
earlier date, so it is not always possible to say that all ‘realist’ 
work should be assigned to Antioch. 

A few of the ivories that sunive may be fairly definitely 
attributed to one or other of these cities. An ivory bearing the 
Dioscorides and Europa at Trieste is thus clearly Alexandrine, 
while the famous Pyxis at Berlin was probably carved at 
Antioch (PL 46a). It is probably to be dated to the fifth 
century. The large heads and accentuated expressions are 
typical of all that SyTia stood for in art at this time. The 
Brescia casket, of the mid fourth century, may again probably 
be assigned to Antioch. There is a good deal of die same 
realism in a number of other ivories. Panels with personifi- 
cations of Rome and Constantinople at Vienna, one at Berlin 
bearing Apollo, or one at Ravenna bearing Apollo and Daphne, 
may be noted. They are to be dated to the sixth rather than the 
fifth century, and by that time Alexandria had become to some 
extent permeated with the Syrian style, so that it is hard to say 
whether they were carved at Alexandria or Antioch; the feet 
that a number of such ivories bear classical subjects rather 
favours the latter city, \vhich was an outpost of Hellenism with 
regard to subject matter as well as to style. 

The full flowering of the Syrianized Hellenistic style is to be 
seen in the large series of panels attached to the throne of 
Maximian at Ravenna, which is probably the best known of all 
early Christian ivories (PL 47). There has been a great deal of 
discussion as to where the panels were canned; Alexandria 
seems the most likely. It was apparently made for Maxiraianus, 
Archbishop of Ravenna from 545^ till ££6^ and though some 
authorities consider that the plaques of which it is composed 
were actually carved about half a century earlier, there is really 
little reason to dispute the supposition that the car\ing w^as 



1 68 Bjzantine Art 

done at the same time that the throne was made. Four hands 
are to be distinguished, but there is no reason to suppose that 
they did not all belong to the same locality.^ There are several 
other ivories which are similar to the throne, notably two 
book covers in the public library' at Erivan in Armenia 
and one in the Bibliotheque Nationale, two panels bearing 
Gospel scenes in the Fitzwilliam Museum at Cambridge, a 
panel with the Baptism and one bearing St Maenas in the British 
hluseum, and a plaque bearing St Paul in the Cluny Museum. 
It is probable that all these w'ere carv'ed in the same place. 
Syria or Palestine, Antioch, Alexandria, and Constantinople 
have all been su^ested as possible homes by different authori- 
ties, and the case for Alexandria has probably been put forward 
with the greatest weight of evidence. ^ But some of the panels 
of the Ravenna throne show fairly close resemblance to the 
Consular diptychs done at Constantinople and there are quite 
substantial groimds for assigning them to the same place ; and 
those at Erivan are very oriental. All that can be said for 
certain is that the Syrian realist style and the spirit of Hellenism 
are mingled to a very considerable degree. 

Though Antioch and Alexandria w’ere perhaps the most 
important centres of ivory carving until the fifth centuiy, the 
countries of w'hich they w'ere respectively the most important 
towns were also centres of production, and distinct Syro- 
Palestinian and Egyptian schools may be distinguished ; in both 
cases the work lacks the polish and finish which the great 
cities were able to give. Egyptian work was characterized by a 
rather florid natiiralism and by very fiill designs ; by the sixth 
century its products had become easily distinguishable, being 
rather coarse and essentially pro\*incial. Though not without 
merit, these works can hardly rank with what was done in 
Alexandria. Syro-Palestinian work also had a provincial flavour, 
though on the w'hole the car\'ers there seem to have been in 

1. For a distinction of the four see R. Hinks, Carolingian Art, London, 

P* 44- For a summary of the arguments for attribution to this or that 
centre see Baldwin Smith, in the Ameiican Journal of Archaeology, xxj, 1517, 
p. 22. 

2. Especially by Morey, Early Christian Art, Princeton, 1942, But he tends 
to weaken his case by attributing so large a number of ivories to Alexandria. 
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closer touch with Antioch than w ere those of Eg)pt with 
Alexandria. Owing to the importance of Palestine as a centre 
of pilgrim traffic and to the ease with which ivories could be 
transported, it is probable that the works of this school exer- 
cised a very considerable influence both in Italy and at Con- 
stantinople. Jerusalem w’as probably the centre of the school. 
A diptjch with Passion scenes at Milan, of the later fifth cen- 
tury, a panel with the Ascension at Munich, another with the 
two Marys in the Tri\*ulzio collection at Milan, and panels from 
a casket with scenes of the Passion in the British Museum have 
been assigned to this group. Some authorities believe that 
much of the carving was actually done in Rome or even in 
Milan, probably by Palestinian residents.^ There w^as a con- 
siderable Palestinian colony there as early as the fifth century, 
and ivory carvers almost certainly moved about a good deal. 
But w'herever the w'ork was done, the Palestinian basis of the 
school remains the important factor. 

Rather more * eastern’ in style is the work of a second Syro- 
Palestinian school, w’hich has by some been associated with 
Edessa. A panel, originally probably a book cover, in the British 
Museum which bears the Nativity below and the Adoration 
above, is typical of the group (Pi. 48). Vertical perspective - 
that is, the placing of figures one above the other in the same 
plane, rather than behind one another in different planes - the 
enlargement of the principal figures out of all comparison to 
the others, a great accentuation of the heads, and a general 
uncouthness are the characteristic features. Such ivories as one 
show’ing our Lord betw^een St Peter and St Paul from Murano, 
and now at Ravenna, one with the Adoration in the John 
Rylands libraiy at Manchester, or the Daniel pyxis in the British 
Museum, are to be assigned to the group, and there are similar 
panels at Paris, Bologna, Moscow, and Manchester. 

Oriental elements are also present in the group assigned by 
Baldwin Smith to Provence and by other authorities to Milan, 
Antioch, or Asia Minor. A book co%'er at Milan, casket panels 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum, two panels of a diptych, 
one at Berlin and one at Nevers, and a pyxis at Rouen are the 

1 . EsptaaWyH^seiloff^pTe-RomanesqueScuIptwreinhaljry'p, 15 -. 
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most important examples. Though Baldwin Smith’s case for 
Provence is well supported, Milan would seem a more prob- 
able centre, if only because it was a more important place, near 
to the centre of ci\ilization, and not in an outlying area like 
Provence, where one would expect to find something more 
pro\*incial. Moreover, it is known that ivory carvers wnrked 
at Milan, and if their work w^as distinctive stylistically, this 
seems the most likely group to be associated with the city, 
Strzj^gowski’s assignment to Asia Minor is less probable. ^ 
Another important group of early ivories is determined pri- 
marily on the basis of shape and function rather than probable 
ocality, namely the Consular diptychs. About fifty of these are 
known, and they extend from the beginning of the fifth century 
till the abolition of the Consulate in 541. Only six of the 
surviring diptyxhs were made for Rome; the others are con- 
nected with Constantinople. There has, however, been a good 
deal of debate as to where they were made. The style of the 
earlier ones is distinctly Roman, and serves to illustrate the 
continuance of imperial art at the new capital, but there are 
also often marked Oriental or Hellenistic affinities. Some of 
the later diptychs are more purely Bj'zantine, and herald the 
style of religious plaques of the sixth and seventh centuries. 
The diptych of Probus (406), now at Aosta, is thus essentially 
Roman in style, feeling, and appearance; leaves in the name of 
Anastasius, Justinian, and others are definitely associated witli 
Constantinople, as are the imperial diptychs, like the leaf 
with the Empress Ariadne at Florence (PI. 4^:), while a leaf of 
the fifth or sixth century bearing the Archangel Michael in the 
British Museum (Pi. 49) shows the delicate, polished manner 
and the superb quality typical of the best Byzantine work. The 
features that characterize it are those that constitute the hall- 
mark of the capital, and this ivory, above any other, serves as 
proof that the art of Constantinople was not merely an eclectic 
art, as some writers have su^ested. Alexandrine, Antiochene, 
and Roman traits appear, yet even if the features characteristic 
of one of these are uppermost in certain individual examples, 
the subtle blending of influences that the majority shows is a 

X. Kldnasien^ dn Neuland ron Kunstgeschichte, Leipzig, 1903. 
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more important factor. This blending had not always gone as 
far in ivon' caning by the sixth century as it had in major 
sculpture or mosaic, but the Byzantine manner had nevertheless 
been established and was ready to burst forth into flower. For 
these reasons it may be suggested that Constantinople was the 
centre in which the ivories of this group were can ed, though 
it is probable that the actual caners came from different 
centres ; some were certainly from S\Tia, and others probably 
from Rome. In addition to the dipt\xhs, a few other ivories are 
probably to be included in this Constantinopolitan group, 
notably the important composite panel in the Lomre knov^Ti 
as the Barberini ivory. It bears the figure of a mounted emperor, 
who is probably to be identified as Anastasius ; it is to be dated 
to about 5-00. 

From the seventh century onwards it was in Constantinople 
and the immediate dependencies of the capital, such as Salo- 
nica, that the most important work >vas done, for Alexandria 
and Antioch had passed under Moslem control, while Italy 
was suffering dlfficiilties owing to the attacks of the Goths. This 
narrowing of the geographical sphere of the art was accom- 
panied by a narro\\ing of the actual output, for certain forms 
which were quite common in the earlier period fell out of use. 
Most important of these were the pyxis, and the composite 
ivory, made up of a number of separate panels fitted together. 
Acanthus and similar floral borders also tended to become less 
usual. Single panels, diptjxhs, and triptychs, indeed, became 
practically the only objects that were carved for the church, 
while in the secular sphere rectangular caskets and horns are 
the only things of which there are more than a few individual 
examples. 

The rectangular caskets form a very important group, for 
not only are their designs very diversified, but they are also 
usually of veiy high quality. The majority of the decorations 
are of a secular character, the themes being taken from classical 
mythology, and because of this it was at one time su^ested 
that all were produced during the iconoclast period- This, 
how'ever, is improbable, for there are other caskets bear- 
ing religious themes which are not only well-nigh identical 
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in technique, but which also have the same very characteristic 
form of border, made up of a series of rosettes ; so tjpical are 
these, indeed, that they have led to the whole group being 
termed ‘the rosette casket group’. Further, the style and 
quality of w'orkmanship is akin to what was being done in other 
arts, most notably miniature painting, in the ninth century. 
There is, in fact, every reason to assign the group to the ninth 
and tenth centuries and to regard the ivories as yet another 
manifestation of the revival of art at the time.^ The earlier 
examples are in general the finest ; the later ones, where reli- 
gious themes predominate, are rather more stereotyped. Those 
bearing secular decorations w^ere probably employed as mar- 
riage caskets, those with religious themes were more probably 
used to contain particular relics or treasures in the churches. 
They were nearly all made at Constantinople, for the caskets 
are obviously mostly of a single group and of so rich a 
character that no society but the most cirilized and prosperous 
could possibly have been responsible for their production. 
For this reason suggestions put forward by some writers that 
they are to be associated with Italy or the Adriatic coast may 
be disregarded. 

The most fionous and probably the most beautiful example 
of the group is the Veroli casket in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, which we would assign to the tenth century. The 
relief is high, the plastic feeling marked, and the composition 
is superbly balanced and free, while the work is of die very 
highest qiiality. A rather similar casket in the Cluny Museum 
(Pi. £o) must be of much the same date. The characteristic 
rosette borders appear on both, as they do on a casket in the 
National Museum at Florence composed of small panels bearing 
the busts of Evangelists and Apostles ; this may be rather later 
in date. An unusual casket at Troyes is without the rosette 
borders, and its carvings are in a rather more monumental 
style; they represent mounted warriors at the sides and 
fantastic birds of rather Chinese type at the ends. The ends 
were probably inspired by an eastern model, the sides by a 

1. The case of a mutt-century date has been admirably set out by K. 
Weitzmann, GieA Mythology in Byzontine Art, Princeton, 19^1. 
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textile, and there are two or three textiles of rather similar 
character, notably that at Mozac showing a mounted emperor, 
which may be compared with it. Grabar has suggested that the 
casket and the textiles alike should be assigned to the iconoclast 
period, 1 but this is hardly probable. Whatever the date, both 
serve as an additional pointer to the marked degree of Eastern 
influence that had penetrated at that time. 

Another casket of unusual form, for it is twelve-sided w’ith 
a pyramidal top, attests links in the opposite direction, for 
Dalton regards it as a western work which translates east 
Christian ideals into a new language. It is now preserved at 
Sens. Byzantine influence had penetrated to the west in a series 
of waves from the ninth century onwards, and it may well be 
that we have to do here with something carved in the West in 
a Byzantine style; the form, which is unique in the Byzantine 
area, supports this supposition, but it is impossible to be sure. 
Nor is it easy to date the casket; the tenth, eleventh, and 
twelfth centuries have all been suggested ; the tvs’elfth century 
seems the most likely. 

Another group of ivories determined by form is made up of 
the oliphants or carv^ed tusks, which appeared first in the icono- 
clast period. They often bear rather Oriental motifs, suggesting 
links with Persia, though on a few' of them there are circus 
scenes and one has a religious decoration. Decorations similar 
to those on the majority, namely animals and beasts set in a 
network of circles, are also known on ivories which were 
carved in Spain and Sicily, and it is not always easy to distin- 
guish the Islamic from the Byzantine examples. Indeed, the 
things seem to have been carv^ed in a number of centres, for 
patrons of all faiths. Furthermore, the Eastern examples were 
imitated in the West, though the caning in this case usually 
shows a rather forced manner which attests the fact that they 
were copies. It has been suggested that the decoration affords 
a clue as to the use for which the horns were intended ; those 
with circus scenes were thus for use in the circus, those with 
religious scenes were dedicated to ecclesiastical usage, and 
those with an animal decoration were intended for the chase. 

I. V Empereur dans V An brzantin^ Paris, 1936, p. 169. 



174 


Bjzantine Art 

This is possible, for such horns in the West were sometimes 
given to churches - witness the horn of Ulph at York - and the 
fact that the majority bear animal motifs supports the obvious 
conclusion that the majority of them were most often used in 
the hunting field. 

It is, however, in the religious ivories of the period that the 
Byzantine genius appears in its highest and most characteristic 
form. Some may perhaps to our ideas be somewhat aloof in 
feeling, and their ornament rather stereotyped in appearance, 
but even these have grace and beauty w^hen one becomes fami- 
liar with their idiom, and others tell at once by the superb 
delicacy of the carving, the lovely proportions of the figures, 
the profound feeling which must have inspired them. Indeed, 
they have the same sublime quality as that of the best of the 
paintings and mosaics of the time. Their stylistic development 
was closely linked with that of painting, and at times it is 
possible to date the paintings by comparison with ivories or 
vice versa . The most characteristic feature about them, prob- 
ably, is the nature of the figures with their slight and elongated 
proportions. They stand isolated on a plain flat ground, with 
their names cut, usually in very beautiful lettering, on either 
side of the heads. They give an astonishing impression of a 
general detachment from life and the things of every day, and 
evoke a deeply spiritual atmosphere. From the traces of 
colour which remain on some of them, it seems likely that they 
were quite often coloured. This was the case with much 
medieval art, though to-day one questions whether the 
results can have been as beautiful as those achieved by the 
monochrome surfaces which we know. The subjects are invari- 
ably religious, either single figures of our Lord or the Virgin, 
groups of saints, one or more scenes from the Bible story, and 
sometimes the Coronation of one of the emperors by Christ. 
The backs are often adorned with formal designs, such as a 
cross, springing up from a frame of acanthus leaves. The icono- 
graphy of the figures and scenes is identical with that of con- 
temporary painting. The large majority of them must have 
been carved in Constantinople, 

The problem of dating these later ivories is not always easy. 
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A few, however, can be dated on the basis of external evidence, 
and these ser\’e as landmarks in a more general study. Thus one 
at Berlin, showing the coronation of Leo \ 1 , can be assigned 
to the year in which he was crowmed, that is, 886. It is, 
however, rather coarse, and is certainly not one of the finest 
ivories of the age. Of higher quality-' is a plaque at Moscow 
showing the coronation of Constantine VII, which dates from 
944 (Pi. 540); a similar one in the Bibliotheque Nationale 
shows the coronation of the Emperor Romanos and his consort 
Eudoxia (Pi. £2). It has sometimes been associated with 
Romanos IV (1068-71 ) and sometimes with Romanos II, who 
was crowned in 95-9. If it be compared with paintings, the 
latter seems the more probable. A fine triptych in the Palazzo 
Venezia at Rome is akin. There is a similar triptyxh in the 
Vatican, which must be of much the same date, and another in 
the Lou\Te, known as the Harbaville triptyxh (PI. ). This is by 
fiir the finest of the three, for it show's an elegance and delicacy 
which is absent in the others. All are in the polished, elegant 
style typical of the Court school. A distinct group, where the 
faces are rounder and the figures less elegant, has been termed 
the Nicephorus group by Goldschmidt and Weitzmann; the 
most important example is an ivory in the church of St 
Francis at Cortona, with the name of Nicephorus Phocas 
(963-9). 

A few other ivories can also be dated fairly exactly on 
stylistic grounds. Thus a panel bearing the head and shoulders 
of Christ in the Victoria and Albert Museum is probably to be 
assigned to the ninth or early tenth century, on the basis of its 
forceful, vigorous manner, as is a rather less superb plaque 
bearing the Archangel Gabriel in the Tyler collection. An 
ivory in the Vatican showing the Nativity is close in style to 
the Menologion of Basil II (976-102^), and can be assigned 
to much the same date. A number of plaques showing the 
figure of Christ can be attributed to earlier or later dates on the 
b^is of the respective degree of strength or elegance in their 
conception. Thus one in the Louvre is probably of the tenth 
century, one in the Bodleian is probably rather later, and a third 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum belongs rather to the 
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eleventh or early twelfth century. A panel bearing the figure of 
St John at Liverpool, and an especially lovely one with the 
Virgin, full length, at Utrecht, are later eleventh century, for it 
was then that the particular combination of grace and elegance, 
dignity and strength which they show was arrived at. A statu- 
ette of the Virgin in the Victoria and Albert Museum may be 
compared to the Utrecht Madonna; it is practically the only 
example of free-standing sculpture on a small scale that is 
known. To much the same date are to be assigned a number of 
triptych leaves bearing full-length figures of saints in various 
collections, notably one at Dresden, one at Vienna, and one at 
Venice. All are probably by the same hand.^ Other plaques 
which are to be assigned to the eleventh century bear scenes 
as opposed to single figures. One of the most important, 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum, bears the Nati>ity, the 
Transfiguration, the Raising of Lazarus, the Marys at the Tomb, 
and Christ with the Marys in the Garden. Others are at Berlin, 
with the Entry into Jerusalem, and at Dresden, with the two 
Marys and the Anastasis. To the twelfth rather than the 
eleventh century is to be assigned an ivory bearing the Baptist 
in the centre and SS. Philip, Stephen, Andrew, and Thomas at 
the four comers, in the Victoria and Albert (PI. 5-3). It is a 
fine example of the exquisite delicacy of the best later work. 
Numerous other plaques exist in other collections, though it is 
impossible to caU attention to them here, A panel with the 
Forty Martyrs at Berlin (PL f4h) may be even later. 

In addition to this sumptuous work in ivory, quite a lot of 
carving was done in other materials, especially in later times. 
Thus plaques of bone with geometric patterns or stylized ani- 
mals and birds upon them, rather like those on the closure 
slabs of marble, were made from the eleventh centuiy onwards ; 
they were used mainly for attaching to wooden caskets. They 
seem to have been most usual in Palaeologue times, when the 
expense of ivory precluded its use at all generally. Morse, or 
walrus tusk, was also occasionally used in later times, especially 
for small crosses for attachment to necklaces ; it was probably 
imported from the West. In post-Byzantine times, too, a good 

I. For a study of these see C- Diehl, in Art Studies, v, 1927, p. 3. 
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deal of carving was done in bone and in hard woods like box, 
minute scenes and small figures being favoured. Such can'ings 
were often upon small crosses, which were framed in elaborate 
metal mounts; they were used upon altars all over Greece, 
Russia, and the Balkans. Though the work is often extremely 
skilful and very delicate, such products are most generally to 
be described as craft rather than art. 

Of greater importance than the work on wood or bone was 
that on gems, such as amethyst, or in soft stones, such as 
steatite, which seems to have come into fashion in the tenth 
centur\\ Quite large ‘icons’, bearing a number of scenes or 
figures, were made, as well as small plaques intended as pen- 
dants. Much of this carving was rather stereotyped and poor, 
but there are in existence a few steatites which can rank with 
the best of the ivories, and many were probably at one time dis- 
tinguished by a delicacy of execution which can no longer be 
appreciated, owing to the softness of the material, which 
suffers very easily from attrition. One of the earliest and finest 
carvings in this material is a small head of an emperor in the 
Kaiser Friedrich Museum at Berlin, which is to be assigned to 
the tenth or early eleventh century'. To the eleventh century 
belongs a fine plaque with the Archangel Michael at Fiesole : 
the relief is high and the style vigorous. Probably of the same 
date is a very foie steatite bearing St Theodore Stratelates in the 
Chersonese Museum, ^ while a large one bearing the twelve 
feasts in the Cathedral at Toledo is probably twelfth century. A 
smaller panel with the same subject in the monastery of 
Vatopedi on Moxmt Athos is perhaps to be assigned to early 
Palaeologue times. There is also a particularly fine plaque 
bearing St George in the same monastery. Slightly later again 
is another rendering of the tw’elve feasts from the church of 
St Clement at Ochrida. Other examples in public and private 
collections are too numerous to mention individually, though 
those in the British Museum and the LomTe may be noted as 
the collections are easily accessible. 

Occasionally artificial compositions or pastes were also used 
in imitation of steatite or some more precious material like 

r. See Art fyzantin dkez les SJareSt n, p. SS* 
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lapis lazuli. A fine figure of Christ in actual lapis, with initial 
lettering in gold inlay, formerly in the treasure of the abbey of 
St Denvs, is now in the Louvre. It is probably to be dated to the 
eleventh century’. In addition small precious stones were also 
engraved, usually with busts of Christ or the Virgin, and rock 
cn’stal was cut into ewers, with animals or birds as decoration ; 
it is not always easy to distinguish the By’zantine examples from 
those done for Islamic patrons in Fatimid Eg^r-pt. 
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METAL WORK 

Metal was extensively used in the Byzantine world, in very 
early times for statues, until the sixth or seventh century for 
^'essels, mainly for secular usage, and from then onwards for 
vessels, plaques, book-covers, and so forth, the majority of 
which were ecclesiastical in character. The earlv statues, like 
that of Valentinian at Bari, are essentially Roman rather than 
Bj^ntine; and they do not concern us here; they are, more- 
over, to be classed as sculpture rather than metal work. The 
vessels, on the other hand, are often as much Bj'zantine as 
Roman, and are of considerable importance. They can conven- 
iently be grouped together, all being of silver, with ornament in 
relief, and all being apparently fairly universally employed in 
the richer circles. They were transported long distances, either 
for purposes of trade or as loot, so that the locality in which 
specimens have been found has little connexion with that in 
which they were originally made. Thus Byzantine, as well as 
Sasanian, silver plate has been discovered in Russia, where it 
was probably used as a means of barter to obtain fiirs ; it has 
been discovered in Spain, and it has been discovered in Scot- 
land. The style of decoration on these finds, notably those in 
the Hermitage at Leningrad and the Palace of Arms at Moscow,^ 
is basically Hellenistic, but it is probable that even as early as 
the fourth century Oriental elements had begun to creep in. 
Alexandria and Antioch were both no doubt centres of manu- 
facture, and to take example from the other arts, one would 
expect to find a greater degree of Oriental influence in objects 
made at the latter place than in those made at the former. For 
example, on a silver disk at Madrid, which was made for the 
emperor Theodosios, the same enlarged heads and clumsy 

1. L. A. Matzoxilevitch, Die I^zantiidxht Aiaihe^ Berlin, 1929, and Une 
sepulture d*un roi barbare en Europe orieaudef State publications, Moscow- 
Leningrad, 1934. Text in Russian with summary in French, 



I So Byzantine Art 

proportions are apparent as on the stone base of the Theodosios 
obelisk at Constantinople, and these characteristics have al- 
ready been noted as savouring of the Syrian style. The base was 
however probably can’ed at Constantinople, and it is possible 
that the disk, like a similar one of Justinian, now at Leningrad, 
was also made in the capital; their association with ruling 
emperors makes this supposition likely. 

Of the famous hordes of silver treasure one of the best known 
is that found on the Esquiline hill in Rome, now in the British 
Museum. It has bv some been attributed to Alexandria, but 
Rome is more likely, and the same is true of the Traprain 
treasure at Edinburgh. Famous treasures from Lampsacus in 
Asia Minor and from several sites in C\prus were at one time 
assigned to Antioch, but more recent study suggests that 
Constantinople is more likely, partly on stylistic grounds and 
partly because many of the vessels bear control stamps or ‘hall 
Marks’ in the imperial name, and there is reason to believe 
that the xise of these was restricted to the imperial workshops 
at the capital. The decorations were frequently very classical 
in character, and non- Christian themes were in use even as late 
as the seventh century. The earlier decorations were usually in 
high relief and stood out like sculptures; one of the best 
examples is the famous amphora from Concesti now in the 
Hermitage. In the later examples the relief was lower and the 
work more stylized, as on a dish in the Hermitage with a 
stamp in the name of Heraclius (6 1 0-41 ) on the base. Engra\ing 
was often used in association with relief work, as on the 
lovely dish of Patemus in the Hermitage, dating from c. 518^ 
and niello -was also employed to enliven the designs, as on a 
superb dish in the Museum of Antiquities at Constantinople 
bearing a figure which has been identified as the Personification 
of India. Two patens, with the Commxmion of the Apostles, 
one at Constantinople and one at Washington, are to be 
assigned to the reign of Justin II (s^ 5-7 3)1 the control stamps 
suggest Constantinople, but the style is suggestive of Syria 

(PI- 

1. All these are illustrated in Talbot Rice, The Art 0^ Bjzantium, Nos. 6/7, 
JS, 28/25, 43 and 65 respectively. 
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Of a more elaborate character so far as technique is con- 
cerned is the famous chalice discovered near Antioch in 1910, 
where there is an open-work decoration in silver above a silver 
core. Its date and even its authenticity have been much dis- 
puted, but the general consensus of opinion now regards it as 
genuine. It is probably to be assigned to the fourth century; 
it is certainly not the chalice used by our Lord at the Last 
Supper, as was at one time suggested. A second chalice and one 
or more book covers were brought to light at the same time, 
and the fact that they are obviously of the fourth or fifth cen- 
tury^ supports a similar date for the chalice itself. 

Church plate of silver, with decoration in relief or engraved, 
gradually superseded that with secular motifs, and vessels of 
the t)pe appear to have remained in use imtil iconoclast times, 
very little change being effected in their appearance. In icono- 
clastic times silver was probably still produced, and a number 
of chalices bearing simple inscriptions or crosses only, notably 
one at Dumbarton Oaks, are perhaps to be assigned to that 
time. But with the ninth century a new feshion for extremely 
ornate ecclesiastical vessels came into vogue. Metal cores were 
adorned with a superficial decoration of precious stones and 
enamels, or with filigree work in gold. Precious or semi- 
precious stones were also used to form the bodies of vessels, 
and were themselves decorated with metal or other stones, and 
crystal was employed and adorned in the same way. The results, 
of \vhich a rich collection is preserved in St Mark’s at Venice, 
were magnificent, but perhaps rather barbarous (Pi. ^ 6 a). The 
vessels are astonishingly impressive in their richness, but 
though they often almost stagger the obsen^er, they fail to move 
his subtler aesthetic emotions, for it is their richness rather 
than their intrinsic beauty that tells. A great eight-lobed paten 
at Halberstadt (PL ), where the decoration is in relief only, 
is, on purely aesthetic grounds, more impressive. And a six- 
lobed alabaster paten in St Mark’s may also be noted, for it is 
subtle and delicate, and lacks the rather garish appeal of some 
of the other treasures that are preserved there (Pi, It 

has a jewelled border and an enamel of Christ at the centre, 
but the simple loveliness of the plain stone ground is really more 
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impressive than the ornate detail. Things like these were mostly 
made in the tenth and eleventh centuries, a period at which 
the appellation sumptuous, which has sometimes been applied 
to Byzantine art as a whole, was especially fitting. But fine 
ecclesiastical vessels continued to be made till the end, and a 
chalice bearing the name of Manuel Cantacuzenos (1349-81) 
in the monastery of Vatopedi on Mount Athos may be noted. 

More significant, if less ornate, than the ecclesiastical vessels 
was the work in relief of the middle period. On a large scale 
the most important objects were the great bronze doors which 
were set up in most of the more considerable churches. Manv 
have since been melted down for one reason or another, but a 
few survive, notably at the western and southern entrances of 
Sancta Sophia at Constantinople ; the latter bearing inscriptions 
in the name of the emperors Theophilus and Michael, were 
set up in 840. Clavijo records that another pair of great doors of 
silver gilt were taken by Tamerlane from Brusa and erected out- 
side the tent of his favourite wife at Samarkand. ^ It is probable 
that they were made of thin metal plates mounted on a wooden 
core, like those that cover tie-beams of the seventh centurj’ in 
the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem.^ Another technique in use 
w'as what is now called Damascene work, which was probably 
introduced to the Byzantine from the Islamic world. From 
Byzantium it passed to the West, and a number of fine doors 
of the eleventh century in Italy bear decoration in this technique 
as well as in cast bronze or repousse relief. Some of these 
Italian doors were made locally, while others were imported 
from Byzantium. Of the latter the most important are probably 
those at Monte San Angelo, which were made at Constantinople 
in 1076. The doors of this period frequently bear religious 
scenes, akin to those to be seen in the paintings or mosaics so 
far as iconography is concerned. At a later date geometric pat- 
terns, under Islamic influence, began to supersede the figural 
ones, and from the twelfth century onwards these were well- 

1. On one door was figured St Peter, on the other St Paul. See Clavijo , 
Embas^ to Tamerlane, 1403—1406, ed. G. Le Strange, Broadway Travellers 
Series, London, 1928, p. 269. 

2, See Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, i, for illustrations and a descrip- 
tion of these. 
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nigh universal. Some fine bronze doors bearing such patterns 
are preserv’ed in the monastery of the Lavra on Mount Athos, 

Small-size panels bearing cast figures, akin to those on the 
doors, were also made ; one of the best known is a triptych in 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, which may be assigned to 
the twelfth century. But for such small-scale things the 
repousse technique was more usually employed. Here the 
metal is thin, and the design is beaten out from the back, either 
freehand, or into some sort of matrix. Bronze, copper, silver, 
and gold were all employed ; the baser metals were usually gilt 
on the completion of the work. The earliest small-scale 
example in this technique is probably a gold cross in St Peter’s 
at Rome, presented by Justin II (^6^-78). Some crosses at 
Ravenna and Monza are of only slightly later date. Reliquaries 
which are probably to be assigned to the sixth century formerly 
existed at Jaucourt, near Troyes in France, and at Brescia and 
Alba Fucense in Italy. 

In the middle period of Byzantine art the repousse tech- 
nique became especially popular for the decoration of plaques 
intended for attachment to book covers, icons, or reliquaries, 
since the thin metal was better preserved when attached to a 
backing of wood, and w'as sufficiently light not to make the 
objects to w’hich it was attached unduly hea\T, Examples are 
numerous from the tenth century onwards, and production 
continued certainly throughout, and probably even after the 
Palaeologue period, though coarser metals by then usually 
superseded the more precious ones. A few examples are dated, 
either by inscriptions upon them or by the fact that they can 
be associated with special individuals. In this category is the 
lovely cover of the Bible of Nicephorus Phocas (963-9) in the 
monastery of the La\Ta on Mount Athos (PI. sja). It bears 
the standing figure of Christ. Small plaques of cloisonee 
enamel have here also been added to indicate details such as the 
cushion on which our Lord stands. A fine plaque bearing the 
Deesis, that is, Christ between the Virgin and St John, which 
is perhaps about a century later, is preserv^ed in the John 
Rylands Library at Manchester, and there is a very fine and 
unusually large figure of the Virgin, standing full length, in the 
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Victoria and Albert Museum. It has, unfortunately, been regilt, 
but the actual repousse work is delicate; it is to be assigned 
to the eleventh centun\ The richest collection of examples, 
as in the case of ecclesiastical vessels, however, is that in the 
treasurv" of St Mark’s at Venice. A fine book cover and an 
artophorion, or reliqtiar\’ in the form of a church for containing 
the Eucharistic bread, may be noted. Of the examples of later 
date the repousse covers of icons in the church of St Clement 
at Ochrida are interesting, and there are numerous similar icon 
covers in the Museums of Greece and the Balkans, dating from 
the thirteenth century^ onwards. On these the decoration is 
usually of geometric patterns, scrolls, and similar stylized floral 
motifs ; the figural subjects practically ceased after the twelfth 
century'. 

A particularly interesting group of metal-work with 
repousse decoration is made up of the Staurotheques or 
reliquaries of flat rectangular form, intended to contain frag- 
ments of the true cross. The fragment itself was usually in- 
serted into an opening at the centre, in the form of a double- 
armed cross. Cloisonnee enamel plaques or precious stones set 
in cabochon mounts were often added to the repousse metal, 
for the most lavish and sumptuous workmanship was invariably 
employed for this especially sacred form of object. There are 
examples in quite a number of museums and treasuries; the 
most important is perhaps that which w'as preserved anyhow 
until 1939 at Esztergom in Hungary (PI. sjb). It is probably 
to be dated to the eleventh centuiy\ A simpler staurotheque, 
now at Urbino and formerly at Murano, may also be noted 
because it is not well known. Other examples can be seen in 
the Louvre, in the Palazzo Venezia at Rome, or in the treasury 
of St Mark’s at Venice. 

Works in repousse metal were probably extensively ex- 
ported from Byzantium. Even before the tw'elfth century the 
traffic in relics had been important, and an interest in such 
things was probably spurred on as a result of the treasures that 
were brought back by crusaders. When relics were sold they 
were frequently first suitably enshrined in cases of metal; 
when they were sent as presents, as they frequently were, they 
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were well-nigh invariably elaborately mounted. Large numbers 
of precious objects thus reached the West even before the 
looting of Constantinople in 1 204, and these, as well as others 
brought back by the looters, were not only preserved in 
churches, but were also copied locally, especially in Italy. Some 
fine plaques of a basically Bvzantine appearance are thus actually 
Western rather than Byzantine works, A book cover, bearing 
saintly figures, in the treasury of St Mark’s at Venice is of this 
category’, as is a finer one bearing the figure of Christ, seated 
before an oval glory'. 

A very distinct category' of metal object is constituted by 
works of very' small scale for the adornment of the person. 
Finger rings of gold, silver, copper, and bronze, with engraved 
figures or inscriptions, or serving as mounts for engraved gems, 
were thus common from the earliest times. Constantinople was 
probably the main centre of manufacture, but they were prob- 
ably also produced in every* large town. Monograms or symbols 
of a religious character constituted the most usual form of 
ornament. Ear-rings, brooches, and necklaces were also made, 
and these sometimes show extremely fine workmanship. But 
only a few examples have come down to us, since such things 
vi'ere not usually placed in the tombs as they were in pag^ 
times, and being small and valuable, they have suffered more 
than larger objects at the hands of thieves and looters. Gold 
work, filigree, and especially o^evrerie cloisonnee, w'here gems 
or pastes are set in little frames or clasps, were the tech- 
niques most favoured by the rich. Such things took the place 
of cameos, which were made only in the first period. In general, 
however, we know less about B}’zantine jewellery’ than we do 
of pagan, and to judge from paintings and other forms of repro- 
duction, it was not as important in the secular world of eastern 
Christendom as it was in the West. Ritual and imperial cos- 
tumes were, it is true, loaded with precious metals, stones, 
and even enamels, but in everyday life such things w’ere not so 
universally employed. More important w'ere pendant crosses, 
used to contain a relic, or valued for themselves alone, as 
religious symbols. In fact, die nature of the jew'ellery serves to 
bear out Ae essentially religious background of the whole of 
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Byzantine life, even in the most luxury-loving and ostentatious 
periods. 

Into a separate class again fall the coins. Though the impres- 
sive portraiture of the Roman or the superb miniature sculpture 
of the Greek coinage is completely lacking, the East Christian 
coinage has a charm of its own, and it w'as certainly not com- 
pletely stereot\'ped as has sometimes been suggested. The 
imperial portraits, though they followed a very strict con- 
vention, were often full of life and spirit, and the subjects on 
the reverse of the coins, which were generally of a religious 
character, often showed considerable delicacy of feeling and 
execution. Bj^ntine coins, indeed, are invariably interesting, 
and quite often beautiful, and they deser\^e some attention 
from the art historian in and for themselves, even if they are 
not to be classed as one of the most important products of the 
age from the artistic point of view. Seals, which w'ere often 
closely similar to the coins, were usually made of lead, on to 
which a design or inscription was impressed by some form of 
die. The documents, vessels, or whatever it may have been that 
they were intended to seal, were tied with strings which were 
passed through a hole in the centre of the lead plaque before 
the design was impressed upon it. Usually such seals bear a 
religious figure - Christ, the Virgin, or some saint — upon one 
face, and an inscription or complicated monogram upon the 
other. The decipherment of these monograms furnishes a num- 
ber of intriguing problems. 
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CHAPTER 12 


ENAMELS 


The art of enamelling was no new one when the Byzantine 
Empire was bom, superb examples having been produced in 
Egypt, in the western part of the Roman empire, and in the 
East. In the first centuries of its existence, however, the new 
culture seems to have been responsible for nothing very' strik- 
ingly original in this art, though literary' evidence suggests that 
enamelling of a sort was done there from the fourth centurv' 
onwards. An ear-ring in the Louvre is perhaps to be assigned 
to this period, and a clasp forming part of an ivory binding in 
Milan Cathedral was made, according to Kondakov, before the 
days of Justinian. It is of light green and red enamels, which in 
places turn to violet or emerald green. Of the treasures in 
enamel which were presented by Justinian to his foundation of 
Sancta Sophia nothing has sunived, though a few enamels pre- 
sen'ed in Western museums and treasuries may be of the same 
date. The most important of them is the well-known reliquary 
presented by Justin 11 to the Abbey of St Radegonde at Poitiers. 

Most of the earlier enamels, and certainly all those from the 
West at this time -were executed in the technique knov^m as 
champleve, where a metal ground of some thickness, usually of 
copper or bronze, was cut out to form small fields or partitions, 
into which the enamel was run. The technique which was to 
become so characteristic of the Byzantine world, how'ever, was 
distinct, in that the groimd w'as usually of gold, and the fields 
for the enamel pigment were formed of thin gold bands, which 
were soldered to the background. These gold bands take the 
place as it w'ere of the pencil lines of a drawing, and as they 
could be bent about with ease, they permitted of considerable 
subtlety of design. The depth of the partitions formed by these 
bands constitutes, according to Kondakov, a valuable criterion 
for dating. In the eleventh century one millimetre was appar- 
ently the usual height, while by the thirteenth century the 
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partitions had increased to about two millimetres. The nature 
of the colours also changed with the progress of time ; before 
the ninth centur\' they were thus dark and lacking in variety, 
translucent emerald greens, deep blues, and purples predomi- 
nating. Purple was often used for the hair at this time, while 
the flesh tints were waxen or greenish. In the tenth centuiy^ 
pure bright colours replaced the darker ones of earlier times, 
sky and turquoise blues, 'siolet, and bright purple being usual, 
with pinkish flesh tints. There was, however, a tendency to- 
wards a greater degree of opaqueness, which was accentuated 
with the eleventh century’. At the same time the figures tended 
to become flatter, the cloisons increased in number, and the 
whole conception became much more linear. With the twelfth 
century white and turquoise blue became the predominating 
colours, light-coloured shades and red only being used very’ 
sparingly. At the same time there was a tendency to an increase 
in size and a rather coarser treatment. In the thirteenth century’ 
copper often replaced gold for the ground, and white lettering 
was introduced as a characteristic feature. Towards the end of 
the century, also, the colours usually became very misty, and 
of a more vitreous consistency. The tones were varied, deep 
blue, bright yellow, red, and vermilion all being usual, but 
in spite of this variety the work of this late age was coarse and 
somehow lacked freshness. Further, it may be noted that the 
best drawing and drapery was associated with the work of the 
tenth century, while in the eleventh it was usually on a small 
scale and very delicate. 

A few enamels of decorative character are perhaps to be 
assigned to Iconoclast times, but it was only with the later ninth 
and early tenth century that this art became really important. 
Some dispute has raged with regard to the dating of a reliquary 
cross in the Victoria and Albert Museum, known as the 
Beresford Hope Cross, which is generally accepted as one of 
the earliest examples that have come do^vn to us (Pi. _j8). Some 
would assign it to pre-Iconoclast times, and perhaps even to the 
sixth century ; others believe that it belongs to die ninth cen- 
tury. The developed iconography supports the latter assump- 
tion, though it does not completely preclude an earlier date. 
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Technical details also support it, though not conclusively. 
A rather similar but larger cross in the Vatican, on the other 
hand, is more likely to be pre-Iconoclast, for it was presented 
to the Sancta Sanctorum by Pope Paschal I (8 r 7-24) while the 
Iconoclast ban was still in force in the East. Alternatively it may 
have been made in Italy in the early ninth or late eighth cen- 
tury, perhaps by a Greek refugee. It is far larger than other 
crosses of the type, being some nine inches long, as opposed 
to three or four, and there is reason to believe that size w^as a 
characteristic of Italian work in this technique. A monumental 
plaque bearing Christ Pantocrator in the Palazzo Venezia at 
Rome, which is more than two feet high, may be compared, in 
this respect of size, though it is not to be dated before 1 100. 
The Beresford Hope cross is, on the other hand, almost cer- 
tainly of Cons tantinopoli tan workmanship. 

With the tenth century documentation comes to our aid, 
for enamels are sometimes mentioned in the records in con- 
nexion with the names of Constantine Porphyrogenitus (91 1- 
5-9) and Basil 11 (976-102^). Constantinople was certainly the 
chief source of manufacture throughout the tenth century', 
though with the twelfth Sicily had become a centre of produc- 
tion, and a case has also been argued in favour of Georgia. Of 
the enamels that survive a few happily are dated. Such are a 
paten and a chalice, with the name of Romanos I Lecapenos 
(919-44) and a medallion in the name of the Empress Zoe 
(1028—50), all in St Mark’s. The enamels of the Nicephorus 
Phocas Bible cover in the Lavra on Mount Athos (PL 57a), 
which must belong to about 965, may also be noted, as well as 
the Limburg reliquary, which bears an inscription in the 
names of Constantine and Romanos (919-44). A famous crown 
in the Budapest Musexim bears an enamel showing Constantine 
Monomachos (1042-54); the figures of dancing girls of rather 
Oriental character which form a part of its decoration are par- 
ticularly enchanting. They are paralleled on a plaque in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, but the authenticity of this has 
recently been questioned.^ The enamels on the royal crown of 

I. Banmy Oberschall, ‘The Crown of the Emperor Constantine Mono- 
noachos’, Arcbaeologica HjinQurica, xxa, Budapest, 1937- 
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Hungary are also probably to be regarded as Byzantine. One 
bears a portrait of the Emperor Constantine Ducas (105-9-67 > 
and another that of Geza I of Hungary (1074-7), so it was 
probably made up of plaques of slightly different dates, ^ A por- 
trait of the Emperor Michael Ducas (1071-8) which is closely 
akin appears on an icon at Khakuli in Georgia ; he and his 
Georgian wife Maty are showm being crowned by Christ. A fine 
cross at Copenhagen is again probably Byzantine, though it was 
found in the tomb of the local Queen Dagmar, who died in 
1212. 

Many more enamels must be dated on stjdistic grounds only, 
and there are crosses to hold relics, small plaques for attach- 
ment to book bindings or icons, medallions of small size, which 
were sewn on to the imperial costumes, or even quite large 
objects like processional crosses in quite a number of trea- 
suries, museums, or collections. Some of the finest are prob- 
ably those in the Pierpont Morgan collection in America, but 
the lovely enamels on the Esztergom reliquary in Hungary may 
be noted (PL 5-7 1 ), and there is a very superb cross of con- 
siderable size, decorated with enamels on both feces, in the 
treasury of Cosenza Cathedral (PL 5-9). By fer the richest col- 
lection, however, is in the treasury of St Mark’s, where there 
is work of the finest quality, of every size and of all dates from 
the ninth to the thirteenth centuries. A Crucifixion forming 
part of a book cover is perhaps one of the finest. A large number 
of enamels of different dates and varying sizes and quality are 
also made up into a screen known as the Pala d’Oro in the 
church itself. In all there are eighty-six enamels upon this 
screen, some of them showing scenes from the ‘Feasts of the 
Church’ . The screen was originally made for Doge Orseoli in 
976, but was restored between 1102 and 1107, when some 
of the enamels were added. Some of the later additions were 
probably made in Italy. It was ag^ restored in 1345“. 

After the twelfth century or, indeed, even before that date, 
it is not always easy to distinguish Italian from Constantinopoli- 
tan products, for the quality of workmanship had declined in 

I. See Giabar, VEmpereui dam Van Ijzaatin, Strasburg, 1936, Pi. xviii and 
p. 15 . 
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the East, and the original models were followed closely in a 
number of different w'orkshops in Italy and even in Germany. 
In general, how^ever, the examples made in Italy tend to be 
rather more fussy and they often bear inscriptions in 
Latin instead of Greek. The German ones are more Romanesque 
in style. As already stated, Georgia was probably also a centre 
of manufacture. There again Byzantine models were copied, 
and some of the enamels which survive in Georgia to-day are 
actually products of Constantinopolitan workshops. Those 
which adorn a cross, itself Georgian, in the monastery of 
Nicorzminda afford an example. But others were made locally, 
and quite considerable numbers of them were preser\'ed in 
various churches throughout the country, anyhow until 1917 ; 
the present whereabouts of most of them is uncertain, and 
unless they become once more available for study it is hardly 
safe to say much about the characteristics that distinguish 
Georgian workmanship, for a number of enamek were pur- 
chased and published in Russia before the revolution as Geor- 
gian works, though they have subsequently been shown to be 
forgeries. 

The production of enamels of a rather coarse type continued 
in Greece and the Balkans long after the fall of the actual 
empire. Of these late works some liturgical fans at Serres in 
Macedom'a, which are to be assigned to the sixteenth century, 
are perhaps the most important. But there are small crosses and 
other objects of similar workmanship in many collections, 
notably in the Benaki Museum at Athens. Most of these are in 
the champleve and not die cloisonne technique. 
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CHAPTER 13 

TEXTILES 


Textiles constitute a verv’ important branch of Byzantine art, 
not only because of their own intrinsic merits, but also because 
of the very considerable role that they played as models for 
sculptors and even painters. They could be easily transported 
from region to region, and it was without doubt by means of 
the textiles that a great many motifs of decoration were intro- 
duced, more especially from the Islamic world. The design of a 
great eagle with spread wings, for example, which we see on a 
piece of potteiy of the ninth centur)^ or thereabouts which is 
now in the WTiter’s possession (Fig. 1 0), is close to that of such 
a stuff as the magnificent silk at Auxerre (Pi. 64), while the 
rosettes that appear as the distinctive feature of the group of 
ivory caskets biovm as the ‘Rosette’ caskets again reproduce a 
motif properly belonging to textiles. Many of the Consular 
(liptychs of fourth and fifth century date also depict textiles, 
though in this case a w'hole stuflF is sho\Mi as part of a costume ; 
it is not just one of its decorative motifs that is reproduced in 
another material. A similar instance of the reproduction of a 
complete stuff occurs on the well-knowm relief of the Sasanian 
king Chosroes II (5^90-628) at Taq-i-Bostan in Persia, and it is 
above anything else thanks to such instances as these that 
certain stuffs can be associated with certain areas or periods. 
Were it not for these guides, the assignation of the actual 
materials to Persia, Syria, or Byzantium and the dating of them 
even to the nearest century would be in many cases an almost 
impossible problem, owing to the ease wiA which textiles 
could be transported and the way in which the motifs were 
retained, thanks to innate conservatism. 

Indeed, were it not for these concrete reproductions in 
stone or some other solid material our knowledge of such 
fi:agile things as textiles in early times would be but very one- 
sided, for it is only from Egypt that any really extensive quan- 
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tiU' of examples has come down to us. There textiles w'ere 
invariably employed for burial purposes; they w'ere manu- 
factured on a large scale, and in addition the dry soil serv^ed to 
preserve them in a way unparalleled elsewhere. There is in 
fact a wealth of material dating from the earliest times down to 
about the eighth centuiy* a.d. from there, w'hich quite eclipses 
the few yeiy* tattered examples from elsew’here. Much of the 
Egyptian work is definitely Hellenistic in design, and Greeks 
as well as Egvptians seem to haye been employed as designers. 
Three main stv les may be distinguished in Christian times, the 
Graeco-Roman, in vogue from the third to the fifth centuries, 
the Transitional style, from the fifth to the sixth, and the 
Coptic from the sixth onw'ards, for w’ork w'^hich w'as Coptic in 
character continued to be executed even after the Islamic con- 
quest of Egypt in the seventh century, though the conquest w'as 
responsible for bringing to the land a mass of new' motifs and 
ideas, most of w'hich stemmed from Persia. The Islamic w'ork 
only concerns us in so far as the motifs w’hich w'ere proper to 
it W’ere taken over by Bv^santine weavers. The Coptic style, 
again, w’as a local one, without serious repercussions in Bran- 
tium. But the situation with regard to the earlier styles is 
different, for Egypt w’as then a very vital part of the empire, 
and the textiles which were produced there w'ere in many cases 
just as much Byzantine as w’ere the ivoiy carvings of Alexandria. 

During the first few centuries of the Byzantine era linen and 
wool W'ere the most common materials, the linen forming the 
ground and the wool the decoration. Tapestry weaving or 
embroidery were the most usual techniques, though looped 
weaving was also employed to give greater thickness to the 
costumes. 1 Figure subjects, such as pagan deities, mythological 
scenes, animals and fish, or purely geometrical patterns, formed 
the usual decorations. A thin, line-drawing style, with simple 
colouring, was characteristic. Witt the fifth and sixth cen- 
turies considerable elaboration took place. Flowers and baskets 
of fruit beg^ to play a dominant role in the decorations, 

I. For an interesting study of the sources of the various techniques see 
R. Pfister, Textiles de P^ngrre, Paris, 1934, and a review of the same by J, F. 
Flanagan, Burlington Magazine, ixvii, 193 J, p. 92. 
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Christian symbols, such as theXP cross, were often introduced, 
even into pagan scenes, and purely Christian scenes also began 
to appear. The colouring tended to be rather brighter than in 
the preceding centuries, and techniques were more diverse. 
For example, dyed stuffs, w'here the design was drawn out in 
a ‘resist’ before the material was dipped, became common, 
and stuffs with an elaborate woven pattern probably became 
more usual than embroideries. 

In addition to the elaboration of techniques, the actual 
material began to change at this time, thanks to the introduc- 
tion of silk. The first silks with a woven pattern w’^ere quite 
small, and took the form of panels for attachment to costumes, 
and the designs were in two colours only, a pale pattern on a 
dark, usually a purple, ground. But soon other colours were 
introduced, and by the middle of the sixth century silk weav- 
ings of considerable elaboration were being executed. Some of 
those that survive are undoubtedly to be assigned to Egypt; 
they usually bear designs of considerable elaboration, but on a 
small scale. Others were produced in other parts of the near 
East, more especially in Syria, Mesopotamia, and Persia, and 
it is in attempting to identify the examples that survive with 
particular centres of manufacture that th.e first real problems 
are encountered. 

A good many different theories have been propounded. 
Strzygowski, for example, held that practically all the figured 
silks with designs on a large scale should be assigned to Persia, 
where the silk weaving industry had certainly been established 
at quite an early date, though practically no examples have 
come down to us owing to their destruction in the damp cli- 
mate of the region. Von Falke, on the other hand, thought that 
Persia learnt to make figured silks only in the time of Shapur, 
thanks to the introduction of Greek and Egyptian weavers after 
the campaigns of 3 5- 5- to 360. In his view Egypt was always a 
more important centre, and even if many of the designs of the 
larger silks were of a Persian type, it was, he thinks, the 
Egyptians who developed the techniques and learnt to produce 
these designs on a I^ge scale. Other authorities hold that 
neither Egypt nor Persia was the prime centre, but that the 
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honour should be assigned to S\Tia, and the discovery at Pal- 
myra of stuflPs which are distinct in style from both those of 
Persia and those of Egypt serves to support this view. Further^ 
there is evidence too that Antioch was an important centre of 
manufacture anyhow by the fifth century*.^ 

Whichever of these theories is correct, the evidence sug- 
gests that the first actual Brantine weavers, that is, the men 
working at Constantinople, and not in some outlying portion 
of the empire, learnt a great deal as regards technique from 
Egypt, even if many of the motifs, notably the addorsed and 
confronted beasts, the fantastic animals, and the horsemen in 
pairs, with the sacred ‘horn’ between them were ultimately of 
Persian origin. The Persian designs probably penetrated to 
Eg\pt at the same time that they penetrated to B^-zantium ; any- 
how, in both areas, and in Syria as well, these Persianizing 
motifs had been generally adopted by the sixth century. That 
they should have travelled westwards in such great profusion 
is not surprising, for the cultivation of silk was an eastern mono- 
poly, and all the actual material was brought to the West by 
way of Persia imtil about ^^2, when legend records that two 
monks of Khotan sold the secret of cultivation to the emissaries 
of Justinian. What is interesting is that Chinese designs were so 
seldom copied, and even if the material was all brought from 
there, it was often towards Persia that the Chinese weavers look- 
ed for inspiration in this respect. Nor did the weavers of Persia 
and the Near East learn very much with regard to technique, 
for the manner of wearing in China was in many ways quite 
distinct from that of hither Asia. 

The purely pagan textiles that are to be assigned to Egypt 
may be passed over briefly, even though the Hellenistic motifs 
of their decoration survived in the Byzantine world for many 
centuries. Attention may, however, be called to a few, such 
as the fine Triumph of Dionysios in the Louvre, of the fourth 
century, with decoration in the dyed technique, the woven 

I. The Palmyra finds have been fully published by Pfister in a series of 
volumes. See Textile defalmyTc, Paris, 1934; Noureaax textiles Ptdn^ret Paris, 
1937. The importance of the role of j\ntioch has been stressed by P. Ackerman, 
in her chapter on the textile in the Surv^ of Persian Art^ Oxford, 1959, ni. 
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linen showing marine monsters and Nereids in the Bliss col- 
lection at Washington, of the fourth or fifth century, or the 
linen showing a seated divinity, of the sixth century, in the 
same collection. ^ Of Egyptian manufacture, but of Christian 
character, is a printed stuff of the fifth or sixth centuiy^ in the 
Royal Scottish Museum at Edinburgh, showing the Hetoimasia 
or Preparation of the Throne. To Eg\pt again is to be attri- 
buted an important linen textile in the Rockefeller collection, 
which bears a bearded military saint, probably St Theodore; 
on the basis of similarities which it shows to the seated 
divinity in the Bliss collection, Peirce and Tyler date this tex- 
tile to the last quarter of the fifth century. ^ But the figure is so 
strikingly Byzantine in appearance, and shows so complete a 
fusion of the Semitic and Hellenistic trends, that it is tempting 
to assign the textile to Constantinople and to a date around the 
seventh centuiy. A final decision wdll become possible only 
when more comparative material from outside Egypt has been 
discovered. 

As opposed to the predominantly pagan character of much 
of the Egyptian work, a superb silk in the Vatican may be 
mentioned w^hich shows scenes that are purely and completely 
Christian, namely the Annunciation and the Nativity, repeated 
over the stuff in a series of medallions (PL 60). The colours 
are green, gold-brown, and white, and the ground gold ; the 
technique is particularly accomplished. Von Falke regarded it 
as of Alexandrine workmanship, but the style and iconography 
are so characteristic of the developing Byzantine art, that it is 
tempting to suggest instead the imperial looms of Constan- 
tinople. It must date from the seventh or eighth century. 
Oriental influence is to be discerned here in the bejewelled 
throne on which the Madonna sits, and though some authorities 
consider that the framing of the scenes in circles is a Hellen- 
istic feature, others regard such arrangements as essentially 
Persian. They are probably correct, for Hellenistic art pre- 
ferred to devote a whole panel to each scene, and to produce it 

I. For illiistratioDs of most of tEese stufis see Vollbach, Salles, Duthuit, Art 
fyzoDtin^ Paris, 1532. 

2« Art l^zantiriy i, p. 52 and pi. 15^;. 
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on a la roe scale, rather than as a part of an elaborate repeat 
pattern. Similar circles are used on another fine silk of the 
eighth centur}% where the motif is a four-horse chariot or 
quadriga (PI. 61). The chariot is in gold, and the design is 
greenish purple. Portions of the stuff are to be seen in the 
museum at Aix-la-Chapelle and in the Cluny Museum at Paris. 
The disposition of the design of this textile is much more 
Hellenistic, though the capital city of Constantinople also 
seems the most likely home. 

As time progressed the use of circles to frame the different 
figural compositions became more and more popular, and at 
the same time new motifs penetrated from the east, and the 
workshops of Constantinople, Persia, Syria, and Egvpt had, so 
far as decorative stuffs were concerned, a more or less common 
repertory. But it would seem that at Constantinople a more 
monumental manner was developed, the designs showing no 
hint of finickiness, and the colour schemes always being grand 
and impressive. Sometimes inscriptions in Greek were added, 
but these were on a small scale, and \vere there as records 
rather than as decoration, as ’were the Kufic inscriptions in 
the Islamic world, >vhere lettering constituted an essential part 
of the design, or at times even the only one. Certain other 
factors also help to distinguish the products of Constantinople 
at this time. Thus the royal workshops there held a monopoly 
of the imperial purple, and the most grandiose stuffs were 
probably w^oven nowhere else. Further, with the Islamic 
conquests of Syria and Egypt just before the middle of the 
seventh centuiy, the possibility of competition from these 
centres came to an end, for though w'ork continued in them, 
it was done to suit the demands of Islamic and not of Byzantine 
patrons, so that Christian, and to a great extent even figural 
motifs, were in the main precluded. 

With the beginnings of Iconoclasm, however, the factors 
governing the production of textiles at Constantinople changed 
once more, for the figural style which had been developed so 
gloriously till then was stopped. Decorative motifs, similar to 
those which satisfied Moslem patrons, were called for, and as 
a result it becomes once more hard to distinguish between the 
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products of the different centres. A good deal of finished work 
also seems to have been imported from the Islamic world at 
this time, and some of it was probably copied by the Constan- 
tinopolitan weavers. 

With the close of Iconoclasm Christian motifs once more 
began to appear, but the decorative style, introduced origin- 
ally as a result of the dominance of a particular religious dogma, 
continued to survive because of a change in taste, and no great 
textiles bearing bible scenes like that in the Vatican referred 
to above (PI. 6o) have survived. Rather the Bv^zantine work- 
shops set their hall-mark on their products by a new majestv* 
of design, and the great eagle stuff at Auxerre (PI. 64) is 
proved to be Bv-zantine not so much because of the adoption 
of the eagle as an essentially Byzantine motif as because of the 
nature of the design, the eagle being repeated over the surface 
in great unframed panels, and not in a series of small-scale 
medallions, linked together to form an elaborate repeat pat- 
tern. An important stuff with a decoration of elephants in 
medallions from the tomb of Charlemagne, which is still pre- 
served at Aachen, bears an inscription stating that it was made 
in the imperial workshops at Constantinople. It was probably 
put into the tomb when it was opened in the Ottonian period, 
and must date from the end of the tenth century. It is fairly 
close in style to stuffs of which there are pieces at Siegburg and 
EKisseldorf, which bear inscriptions in Greek stating that they 
were made for Romanos and Christopher (921-31) (Pi. 62) 
and Basil 11 and Constantine VIII (976-1025^) respectively. 

The Second Golden Age seems to have been one when tex- 
tile weaving was at its height in the capital, and the value which 
was then set upon stuffs is illustrated by a passage in the docu- 
ment known as the Chronicle of Nestor, where it is stated that 
the emperor John Tzimisces (969-76) hoped that a rich present 
of gold and textiles would serve to prevent Sviatoslav of Russia 
from iav’ading Byzantine territory.^ And it was textiles that 
were sent as the most honourable form of present to the 
emperors of the West when embassies were despatched to 
present compliments or negotiate some treaty. It was, in fact, 

I . Schlumberger, Epopee fyzantine, i, p. i 
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in this way that many of the textiles now preserved in the 
cathedral treasuries of the West came to the area, though 
others were probably sent along with the relics of saints, which 
had already become a most cherished form of import. TTie 
stuffs with eagles as their motif of decoration, like those at 
Berlin, were probably mainly sent as presents from the imperial 
looms, and served as secular gifts ; others, ith more Oriental- 
izing designs, like that known as the shroud of St Siriard at Sens, 
which were eventually used for the burial of sainted bishops, 
mav perhaps originallv have been sent with relics. Some of 
them came from Islamic, some from Bj'zantine looms, and the 
authorities are bv no means agreed as to which of them exactly 
should be assigned to which source. 

It was, however, on the royal looms at Constantinople that 
most of the best work was produced until the eleventh cen- 
tury*. By then, if not before, a number of other centres in the 
Byzantine world had begun to become important also. Of these 
the most flourishing w’ere in Cyprus and at Thebes and Corinth 
in Greece. And in the twelfth century* wea-s'ers w*ere trans- 
ported from these two towns in Greece to found the textile 
industry* in Sicily, which soon became extremely flourishing. 
The Sicilian looms w*ere responsible for some excellent work^ 
done to oblige both Christian and Moslem patrons. One of the 
most notable products is the superb embroidery* in the 
Schatzkammer at Vienna known as the coronation mantle of 
King Roger; it is dated to 1134. Confronted eagles, together 
w ith gryphons back to back, constitute the motife that occupy 
medallions on another fine stuff which is also perhaps to be 
assigned to Sicily; it is now* at Sens, and is known as the 
shroud of St Potentien. An interesting banner, bearing a figure"* 
of St Michael, and the date 1 141, now presei’\*ed in the monas- 
tery of Santa Croce at Avellana is also perhaps to be assigned to 
Sicily, as is a fine textile with doves from the tomb of an 
archbishop at Canterbury. An embroidered cape at Metz, 
usually known as the mantle of Charlemagne, is perhaps ako 
to be assigned to Sicily. Its pattern reproduces the favourite 
eagle motif. 

Many of these stuffs, more especially those bearing large- 
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scale animal motifs, were originally intended as hangings in the 
secular buildings, and the great palace of the Byzantine em- 
perors at Constantinople must have been richly adorned with 
them. Some may perhaps also have been used in churches, but 
after the iconoclast period these doubtless often bore religious 
scenes, like a textile which has now disappeared, though a 
description sur\ives, which the Emperor Michael III (842-67) 
sent as a present to Pope Nicholas I ; it bore figures of Christ 
and the Apostles, and must almost have commemorated the 
reintroduction of figured religious stuffs after the lifting of the 
iconoclast ban. One would think that only the stuffs with 
motifs on a fairly modest scale would have been in general use 
for costumes, but the dresses which are shown in the paintings 
suggest that often even those bearing the more majestic designs 
were employed in this way, especially in later times. The High- 
Admiral Apocaucos, who forms the subject of a well-known 
miniature dating from about 1 340, is thus clothed in a magni- 
ficent silk ornamented with immense medallions. 

In addition to the woven patterns, royal costumes were also 
profusely adorned with precious stones or even small medal- 
lions of enamel, which were sewn on to the textile ground; 
the dress of Manuel I Comnenos (i 143-80) was described by a 
contemporary writer as being like a meadow covered with 
flowers. Hangings also seem to have been adorned in this way 
at times, and both hangings and dresses were probably also 
decorated with embroidery, though we know little of this art 
before the Palaeologue period. From the thirteenth century 
onw^ards, how^ever, this technique was developed in a very 
particular manner for the decoration of ecclesiastical vestments 
and altar cloths, more especially those used on Good Friday, 
on which the body of our Lord was depicted ; they were known 
as epitaphioi. One of the finest examples, dated to 1407, is 
preserved in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Pi. 63), but 
there are specimens of slightly later date in a number of 
museums and treasuries, more especially those on Mount 
Athos. There are also many rich treasuries containing fine 
embroidered vestments in Rumania. These stuSs are decorated 
very heavily and thickly, with the aid of metal threads and 
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semi-precious stones, and though the technique was efifective 
for religious usage, it would have been unsuitable for any 
secular purpose. The lovely embroideries which were produced 
on the mainland, and more especially in the islands of Greece, 
in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries as 
bridal dowries and for similar purposes are quite distinct, and 
owe much more to the inspiration of the woven silks of the 
Turkish period than they do to any survival of old Byzantine 
ideas. 
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CERAMICS AND GLASS 


But little Brantine glass has come to us, and of that 

which has, the great majorit)' of examples are of early date. 
The potter}' that we know, and a very great number of different 
tjpes and techniques were in common use, is all of compara- 
tively late date, practically all of it belonging to the great middle 
period of Bj'zantine art. It is thus only when the two techniques 
are studied consecutively that a complete picture of the t\pe of 
table vessel used in the Byzantine world can be obtained. The 
majority of the glass vessels are of a veiy particular type, 
known usually by the name of Tonde d’oro*, because the bases 
were adorned with a decoration of figures executed in gold 
leaf, and mounted between two layers of glass fused together 
in the furnace. The bases of the vessels being double, and 
the sides usually only of one layer of glass, it is usually only 
the bases that have been preserved, but though few complete 
examples are known, there is enough e\idence to show that 
most vessels w^ere of quite simple form, being either fairly 
flat, like dishes, or with wide bodies like big wine glasses, with 
broad bases instead of a stem. The decoration of the bases 
usually consisted of human figures shown in groups, akin in 
appearance to those w'hich we see on the consular diptychs. 
Smaller figures, such as orants or animals in little medallions, 
were sometimes added on the sides, and these medallions have 
often split aw'ay from the vessel and have been preserved singly. 
There is a good representative collection of such glasses in the 
British Museum, and there are specimens in most public col- 
lections, though by far the largest number is preserved in the 
Vatican. It was probably in Rome that most of them w'ere made, 
though Alexandria was also a centre of manufacture. Nothing 
that has so far been found can be associated with Constantinople. 

Another type of glass vessel that was fairly usual in early 
times was the small bottle or flask to hold perfume or holy 
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water. Such bottles intended for the latter usage often bear a 
small cross in relief on the side or below the base bv way of 
decoration. The majority’ were manufactured in Syria and 
Palestine or in Egypt, and date from the third to the sixth 
centuries. They were principally used by pilgrims, and in con- 
sequence found their way to a large number of places outside 
those countries. These simple forms continued in use, how- 
ever, until quite late times, and a group of tall, thin-necked 
perfume flasks may be distinguished, which were probably 
made at Constantinople in the middle period rFig. Sy. Allied 



FIG. 8 . - Later glass vessels. A candlestick and a perfume container 
(perhaps twelfth century). 

to them in technique is another group, with tall body, rather 
like a big test-tube, but widening out at the base to form a 
support. Such vessels may perhaps have been used for drinking, 
and they too have been found in association with pottery and 
other finds of tenth to twelfth century date. A fat, beaker- 
shaped glass with lid in the Vatican may also be noted here. 
It dates from about loyg, and serv’es to show that thin blown 
glasses of more elaborate forms, but otherwise akin to the 
perfume flasks, were also made in the middle period. Apart from 
a very few examples such as these, practically nothing has been 
imearthed in the excavation of Byzantine sites at Constantinople, 
in Greece, in Asia Minor, or in the Balkans, with the exception 
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of tiny fragments. These are of no interest from the artistic 
point of view, and in the present state of our knowledge are 
even of little help to the expert. 

If anything more elaborate or more ambitious be sought, it 
is, however, necessarj’ to turn the gaze towards Egj^t, and to 
the centuries before the Moslem conquest. It would seem that 
the manufacture of all the types of glass known in Egypt in 
dynastic and in Roman times continued there until the middle 
ages. Fine examples of blown glass, of polychrome glass, and 
of glasses wdth elaborate moulded or engraved decorations that 
survive are thus probably to be assigned there. A fine bowl 
with moulded decoration, discovered near Cologne, and pub- 
lished bv Peirce and Tyler,^ is thus to be attributed to Eg^pt, 



FIG. 9. — Glass vessel, bearing quadriga (fifth century). Probably 
made in Egypt. Stora Collection, New York. 


X. Art fyzantin, l, PI. 19. 
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as is a glass with engraved decoration in the Stora collection, 
where the subject is a quadriga or four-horse chariot (Fig. 9 ). 
It is probably to be assigned to the fifth century, though the 
design is closely similar to that on a textile of about 800 from 
Aachen now in the Cluny Museum at Paris (Pi. 61). 

Some glass vessels from the region of Kerch in the Crimea, 
notably a paten of the sixth century bearing the figure and 
initials of Christ, are probably to be regarded as importations 
from Syria, which had also been the centre of an important 
glass-making industiy* since pre-Christian times, and some 
glasses of a red colour from the same area are also probably to 
be assigned to SjTia. They bear embossed ornamentation.^ 
After the Moslem conquest S^Tia seems to have continued as a 
centre of manufacture, not only in the service of Moslem 
patrons, but also for export, and some of the lovely glasses with 
enamelled decoration in several colours w^ere apparently made 
for others than Moslems. Thus a beaker of blue glass, with a 
painted decoration of birds in medallions, which is now in the 
Tyler collection,^ show's close affinities with the well-known 
Islamic glass of SjTia of the ninth century. 

Of vessels w’hich can be termed Byzantine in the narrower 
sense of the term, that is to say, vessels which were actually 
made at Constantinople, in Greece, or in Asia Minor after the 
sixth century, we know practically nothing. It is, however, 
recorded that there w'ere Jewish glass-workers in Constan- 
tinople from the sixth century onwards, and lamps of glass 
w’hich were probably made locally are described as forming a 
part of the treasure of Sancta Sophia in ^63. They were pro- 
bably not unlike the lamps that have been discovered at Jerash 
and elsewhere, that is to say, conical in form, or like an 
inverted bell. They were small in size, and w^ere used together 
in large numbers in a polycandelion or chandelier.® 


I . Tolstoy and Kondakov, Russian Antiquities, St Petersburg, 1 89 1 , iv, p. 32 
and Hgs. 24 and 2j. The text is in Russian. 

2 m Vollbach, Salles, Duthuit, Art fyzantin, PL 42, b. 

3. For drawings and a full discussion of such lamps, see Grace M. Crowfoot 
and D. B. Harden, ‘Early By2antine and Later Glass Lamps’, Journal of 
E^ptian Archaeolo^, xvu, Pts Hi and iv, 1931, p. 196. 
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It is also recorded that glass was made at Salonica in the tenth 
century, but none of it so far has been found, though some 
lamps of clear greenish glass in the treasury" of St Mark’s are 
probably akin. They were certainly brought to Venice amongst 
other treasures when Constantinople was sacked by members 
of the fourth crusade in 1 204. They are of fairly elaborate form, 
for they were intended to be used individually, and not merelv 
as oil-containers in a chandelier. Such glass lamps usually 
appear to have been mounted in gold or silver, and these 
mounts were also often of very elaborate worionanship. They 
are to be assigned to the tenth and eleventh centuries, and 
usually bear a moulded ornament consisting of a dot sur- 
rounded by one or more circles.^ A fine glass vessel mounted 
as a reliquary in the cathedral treasury at Halberstadt bears the 
same characteristic ornament ; it is probably to be assigned to 
Constantinople. A jug, with long wide neck, handle and lid, 
in the Griineisen collection is also of Comnene date, though 
its provenance is uncertain.^ An extremely ornate bowl of red 
glass in the treasury of St Mark’s, which has usually been 
regarded as Byzantine work of the tenth or eleventh century, 
on account of the antique style of its decoration, is more prob- 
ably to be assigned to some Western workshop, and it may 
also be later in date. Wherever it was made, it is by no means 
a typical piece, ^ 

Another group is made up of bowds and other vessels of very 
thick glass, with moulded decorations in high relief. There are 
examples in the treasury of St Mark’s and elsewhere."^ The 
motife are usually animals of rather Oriental character, akin 
in appearance to those which are so usual on the textiles, and 
the glasses show a relationship also to the superb rock-crystals 
of Fatimid Egypt. Indeed, one such glass, formerly in the col- 

1. They are illustrated by Peirce and Tyler, Byzantine Art, London, 1926, 
Pis So, 61, and 62. 

2. W. de Griineisen, Catalogue de la Collection Gruneisen, Paris, 1930, 
No. iji,Pl.IX, 

3. R. Schmidt, Das Glas, Berlin, 1922, abb. 18. He &vours a Byzantine 
attribution, whereas C. J. Lamm, Mittelalterliche Glaser (in F. Sarre, Forschungen 
zar islamischen Kunst, v, Berlin, 1929—30), PI. 34, questions it. See also 
H. Peirce and R. Tyler, Byzantine Art, London, 1926, PI. 94. 

4. Pasini, II Tesoro di San Marco, gives plates. 
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lection of Mr W. H. Buckley > would appear to have been made 
in the same place as the crystals, and many of the cry stals found 
their way into the treasuries of cathedrals and churches at a very 
early stage in their careers, even if they were not at times made 
for Christian patrons. Mr Buckley believes that they may have 
been made in Mesopotamia or even Persia, as well as in Egypt. ^ 
If glass vessels which are to be assigned to between the 
fourth and eighth centuries are comparatively usual, examples 
of glazed pottery from these centuries are extremely rare. So 
far as we can tell, it may be stated that pottery of Roman type, 
either unglazed, or of red ware with a deep green glaze, and 
with a moulded or impressed decoration, w’as still made, but 
few examples that can be dated on archaeological grounds have 
come to light. Whether Samian ware was manufactured by the 
Bv'zantines is uncertain, but fragments have appeared on Byzan- 
tine sites from time to time. A highly polished red ware 
closely akin to it vvas, however, used in Mesopotamia, in 
Sasanian, and apparently also in early Islamic times, and this 
may have been copied from a ware in use in the Bj-zantine 
w’orldat the period. Somewhat similar wares were used in Egjpt, 
and the Copts developed a fine painted but unglazed pottery of 
their own, the best examples of which are to be assigned to 
the seventh century. Small ungkzed lamps of Roman fonn and 
pilgrim flasks with an impressed decoration like those found in 
such numbers at the shrine of St Menas were also common, 
and it would seem that after about the eighth century the lamps, 
though of the same form, were more often glazed than not. 
But of more elaborate glazed potteries, forerunners of those 
w’hich become so very important after the ninth century, prac- 
tically nothing is known. The only important example is a bowl 
in the British Museum, known as the bowl of Constantine, 
It bears a figure of Christ, under a very thick opaque glaze, and 
though the iconography of the figure is essentially B^Tsantine, 
the technique is completely Egyptian, and the bowl must be 
assigned to that country, and perhaps to the sixth century .2 

1. Burlington Magazine^ August 193^, p. 66. 

2, O. M. Dalton, Catalogue of Sie Early Christian Antiquities in the British 
Museum, 1901, PI, xxxiii and p. 1^9, 
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From the ninth century onwards, on the other hand, a con- 
siderable variety of tjpes of pottery with glazed decorations 
began to appear, some of them showing close relationships with 
wares knowm in the Islamic world, but others of a very indivi- 
dual character. The main groups may be mentioned in turn. 
The earliest appears to be a class where the bodies were of jfine 
white paste, and where the glazes were laid directly upon 
them, without any intermediary slip. The glazes themselves 
turn to a pale greenish yellow after firing. Sometimes the 
vessels remained otherwise unadorned, sometimes inscriptions 
or simple designs were scratched into the paste while it was 
soft, and sometimes more elaborate designs were impressed 
upon the inside of the base of the vessel with a mould. An 
example of the latter type, showing an eagle with spread wings, 
is illustrated in Fig. lo. It is interesting to compare it with ^e 



FIG lo. — Base of bowl. Impressed design (ninth or tenth century). 

D. Talbot Rice Collection. 

well-knovm Auxerre textile (PI. 64), which is to be dated to 
the early eleventh century. The two must be of much the same 
date. Vessels bearing these stamped decorations were usually 
of simple form, iiamely plates or bowls, but similar pastes and 
glazes were also used for more elaborate shapes, such as jugs, 
fruit stands, or chafing dishes. The latter have been found in 
quite large niunbers in excavations at Constantinople, and con- 



Ceramics and Glass 


2 I I 


sist of bowls standing on a a cry high base, perforated with holes. 
Some form of lamp was put under the base, air penetrating to 
it through the holes ; it served to keep warm food in the dish 
above it. An example from Constantinople is illustrated in 
Fig. 1 1, and an elaborate jug in the form of an aquamanile is 
shown in Fig. i 2 . Here engraving and relief have been used to 



FIG. II. - Chafing dish from Constantinople (ninth-tenth century). 



FIG, 1 2 . — Aquamanile (eleventh century), Vignier collection, Paris. 
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effect the decoration. It was formerly in the Vignier collection 
in Paris. The glaze is of a deeper green than is usual in vessels 
of the group, but heavy deep green glazes seem to have been 
in fairly common use, and attention may be drawn to two verv* 
fine pots of drum shape, one in the Victoria and Albert Museum 
and one in the writer’s possession (Fig. 13). Here the glaze is 



PIG. 13. — Pottery vessel. Design engraved under a deep green glaze 
(tenth or eleventh century.) D. Talbot Rice collection. 

very dark green indeed, and the decoration has been incised 
into the paste. It could hardly be more simple, but also, 
hardly, more effective. A group where small blobs of clay were 
pressed on to the body to form the decoration may also be 
noted here, for the glazes overlying them are the same. ‘Petal 
ware’ seems the best name by which to designate this group. 
It has its prototypes both in second century Roman art and in 
Parthian Mesopotamia, and pottery of closely similar type was 
made in medieval times in Britain. 

Another important early group, with similar white body, is 
distinguished by a painted decoration above it, often in several 
colours. Quite often the colours were put on very thickly, so 
that they stand up imdemeath a transparent over-glaze in quite 
high relief ; it would seem that the height of the relief serves 
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to some extent as an indication of date, the relief being higher 
in later examples, whereas in the earlier ones the pigments 
were thin. In addition they were probably less colourful, palish 
bro\%Tis and greens being most usual. By the tenth centuiy, if 
not before, deep bro\\Ti, deep green, blue, black, bright yel- 
low, tomato red, gold, and perhaps also silver were in general 
use, and though gold and silver never seem to have been used 
together, the other colours have all been found in association 
on the most elaborate examples. Vessels of various forms, 
especially bowls and handled cups, like tea cups, were made, 
and in addition the technique was especially favoured for the 
decoration of plaques or tiles. Sometimes these Nvere quite 
small, about one inch across, and flat in section, and sometimes 
they were about four inches broad and perhaps ten inches long 
and curved in section, the designs being on some on the convex 
and on some on the concave side. The sections were fitted to- 
gether to form frames for icons or to mark the extremities of 
wall niches and so on. A third type of plaque was square, and 
in addition to floral motifs these plaques also often bore 
portraits of saints or other human figures. In one famous 
example, found at Patleina in Bulgaria, a number of square 
tiles, each bearing the portion of a figure, fit together to form a 
composite whole, with the head and shoulders of St Theodore 
(Fig. 14). 

Examples of this ware have come from Corinth and else- 
where in Greece, from Russia, from Constantinople, and from 
Preslav and Patleina in Bulgaria. At both the latter places tiles 
w'ere found in situ, and near Preslav actual kilns have also been 
excavated. The technique is so individual a one, that it may be 
concluded that it was invented in one centre, whence it was 
introduced to the others. At present, however, it is impossible 
to say where this centre w^as. It may have been in Bulgaria, but 
the technique is so elaborate, and the group savours so much 
of being produced under the most lavish and exclusive patron- 
age, that Constantinople seems in some ways a more probable 
home. The question must for a time remain in the balance. 
The nature of the designs does not help, for they are very varied, 
and include not only figures, which in general follow the 




HG. 14.. — Icon of St Theodore, of pottery tiles (ninth— tenth 
century.) From Patleina, Bulgaria, 

normal rules of Byzantine iconography, but also animals and 
leaf motifs of an essentially Oriental type, and geometric motifs 
which stem from a purely Hellenistic source ; the latter motifs 
are most often found on examples from Constantinople, 
though the motifs of Oriental origin were by no means ex- 
cluded from the capital. This is undoubtedly ihe grandest and 
most exclusive group of Byzantine pottery, and shows the 
genius of the Byzantine potter in its most original and individual 
form. 

It would seem that potteries of these two main groups, both 
characterized by their white bodies, were in general use from 
the eighth century onwards. With the twelfth century, if not 
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before, wares of another important type also began to become 
popular, and by the fourteenth century they had almost com- 
pletely replaced those of the former group. They are distin- 
guished primarily by their red bodies. Unlike the first group, 
which is essentially of Bj*zantine style and technique, the 
second group was one widely distributed over the whole near 
East, and examples in the Brantine world must originally have 
been inspired from the Islamic area, and more especially from 
Persia. This t)pe of potteiy is usually known by the name 
sgraffito. The bodies are of red clay, as opposed to the white 
sandy pastes of the former type, they were invariably covered 
with a white slip under the glaze, and the decoration was done 
by removing this slip, either in thin lines with a narrow pointed 
instrument, or in wider areas, with some form of spatula, before 
the glazes were added, so that they took on a different hue 
where they overlaid the body from that where they overlaid 
the slip. The glazes were sometimes monochrome, and some- 
times of several colours, the colours usually being employed to 
stress the form of the sgraffito design, though they never fol- 
lowed its outline exactly, as in a coloured drawing. 

A number of distinct groups of this family of pottery can be 
distinguished in the Brantine world, some of them spread all 
over it, and others restricted to particular areas. Of the latter 
the most important is a group where large portions of the slip 
were removed with a spatula, so that die design was left in 
reserve. In Constantinople, and so far as we can tell, nowhere 
else, these designs took the form of very precise geometrical 
patterns or of monograms, under a monochrome glaze, which 
turns to cream or pale yellow over the slip and to brown or 
black where it overlies the body (Fig. 15). Elsewhere the geo- 
metric patterns do not occur, but animals and sometimes even 
human figures seem to have served as the themes for the 
decoration. Examples from Corinth, Athens, Salonica, and 
elsewhere may be cited. On the whole, however, it would 
seem that line drawing was more usual in Greece and the 
Balkans, and round about the tw’elfth century a distinctive 
group with very delicate line drawings appears to have been in 
fairly general use; some of the finest examples come from 







FIG. 1 6 . - Fragments of bowls, thin sgraffito ware (twelfth or thir- 
teenth century.) British Academy excavations, Constantinople, 1927. 


serve to show how very delicate the drawing could be. Floral 
motifs, birds, and animals w'ere the usual subjects, but occa- 
sionally the direct influence of Islamic art is to be seen in the 
use of Kufic script to form a decorative border around the rim 
of the dish or bowl. One of the finest examples with such a 
decoration, in the Kaiser Friedrich Museum at Berlin, comes 
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from Miletus; it is probably to be assigned to the eleventh 
century. 

As time progressed, the line drawing and the incised tech- 
niques tended to merge, and when this took place, additional 
colours, notably deep brown and green, were used for the 
glazes. Fine bowls of this style, very Persian in appearance both 
with regard to technique and to design, have been found on 
most Byzantine sites all over the Near East. Particular tj^es of 
vessel or forms of decoration appear to have been developed 
in particular regions. Thus rather wnde bowls, of fine propor- 
tions, seem to have characterized Greece, while in Cyprus the 
bowls were usually smaller and deeper, and were often placed 
at the tops of very high bases, like inverted beakers. In Cyprus 
the designs also very frequently included sketchily dravm 
human figures; elsewhere birds, and especially animals, were 
more usual. 

By the twelfth century the use of two or more colours in 
the glazes had become well-nigh universal, and new types had 
begun to appear, where the sgraffito was omitted, and where 
coloured glazes only were used. They were thin, runny, glazes, 
quite distinct from the thick, upstanding, underglaze pigments 
usual on vessels of the polychrome group of earlier times. 
Though the results achieved with the aid of these ruimy colours 
were often quite attractive, really fine work was xmusual, and 
the drawing, or rather the painting, was poor and sketchy. 
The decorators copied and recopied old motifs, till the ori- 
ginal purport of the design was often forgotten; quite often, 
for example, bowls bear a decoration which can only repre- 
sent a bird’s wing; the birds themselves have been omitted. 
Sometimes, again, the designs had no representational basis, 
as in a group which may be termed marbled ware, where the 
colours were put on and the bowl was then shaken, so that the 
colours ran together to produce a design like the marbled end- 
paper of a book. This technique was developed only in very 
late Byzantine times, and vessels decorated in this way are more 
often early Turkish than Byzantine. Another group, which 
bears a carefully-drawn decoration of floral or angular patterns 
in deep blue over a white slip, is represented by finds from 
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Constantinople and Asia Minor, more especially Miletus. It 
is probably to be associated wth Seljuk rather than Byzantine 
culture, though the frequency of examples in excavations at 
Constantinople suggests that the t\pe of ware was made there 
and not merely imported^ 

There has already been occasion to note the Oriental affini- 
ties of much Bj-zantine art from the eighth century onwards, 
and these affinities become especially obvious as a result of a 
study of the ceramics. But the originality of the Byzantine 
genius is none the less apparent, and recent discoveries show 
that Byzantine pottery, of which hardly anything at all w-as 
known four decades ago, is worthy to be considered alongside 
the more familiar potteries produced for Islamic patrons in 
Egypt, Syria, or Persia. At present, however, much of our 
information has to be gathered from a study of fragments, and 
complete examples are conspicuous by their rarity. Further, 
only one kiln site, in Bulgaria, has so far been discovered. The 
field is now ripe for a more universal and more extensive study 
of this very important subject, and researches cannot fail to 
produce results of the verj' first importance. 
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CHAPTER 

BYZANTIUM AND THE EAST 


An entertaining story is recorded by Persian historians that in 
the time of Shapur the Great (bom 309, died 379) a Byzantine 
artist came to Persia to make a portrait of the emperor. The 
portrait was drawm, and the artist took a copy of it back with 
him to Constantinople, where it was used as the subject of 
decoration of some gold plates in the palace. Some years later 
Shapur came to the Byzantine capital in disguise ; he succeeded 
in penetrating into the palace during a feast, but one of the 
guards, remarking his likeness to the portraits on the gold 
plates, called attention to the fact. The disguised Shapur was 
taken before the Byzantine emperor; he confessed his identity 
and was thrown into jail, whence he soon afterwards contrived 
to escape. The legend is one of long standing in Persia, and 
even if it is not to be regarded as strictly true, it serves as an 
excellent illustration of the freedom of communication be- 
tween the Persian and Byzantine empires, and in all probability 
presents a truer picture of the actual state of relationships 
between the two powers than do the long lists of skirmishes and 
battles that took place until the rise of Islam put an end to 
Sasanian rule in Persia. 

There are, indeed, many concrete instances of cultural con- 
tacts between Byzantium and Persia: there was a very active 
trade between the two empires, and so far as art was concerned 
there seems to have been an almost uninterrupted give and take 
between them, Byzantine influence in Persia being well-nigh as 
important as Persian influence in Byzantium. A few instances 
of Byzantine influence in Persia may be cited. It is, for example, 
recorded by Firdausi that Shapur I (241-72) entrusted a Byzan- 
tine architect with the building of a great bridge across the 
River Karun at Shustar. The bridge survives to this day, though 
one cannot say positively that it is a Byzantine work, for there 
was much in Sasanian building that came from the Hellenistic 
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world. Nevertheless, its nature is in accordance with the 
demands which the king set upon the architect, for it was to 
be like a cord stretched across the river. The castle at Khaw^ar- 
naq near Hira in Mesopotamia was again supposed to have been 
built by a Bj-zantine architect from Constantinople, and an 
architect from Constantinople was also believed to have 
directed the construction of the great Sasanian palace at 
Ctesiphon. Much of the palace survives to tliis day, and its 
workmanship is Eastern rather than Western in stjde. But even 
if this is the case, the repeated allusion to Bv^zantine builders 
is not without significance, and there are many elements in 
Sasanian construction which attest the influence of the Roman 
and Byzantine world. In the converse direction, the immense 
importance which must be assigned to Eastern elements in the 
development of the Bj’zantine architectural stvde serve as even 
weightier evidence of the contacts, even if we are not pre- 
pared to accept the whole of Strzygow'ski’s eastern thesis as 
gospel. 

Unfortunately w'e know but little of the minor arts of 
Sasanian Persia, and though occasional references in the texts 
to the skill of the artificers of ‘Rum’, that is, the Byzantine 
world, may be cited, concrete instances of their work in the 
Sasanian world are as yet lacking. With regard to influence in 
the opposite direction, on the other hand, there is a great deal 
of evidence. Thus the silks of eastern Christendom were often 
of a completely Persian character, and the formal beast orna- 
ment which was so popular in the Byzantine world, on silks, 
on stone sculptures, and at times even on ivories, also stemmed 
from the East; it was probably first conceived in Mesopotamia, 
though it was taken over and extensively developed by 
the Sasanians. The peacock’s feather motif, which appears 
so often in Byzantine mosaics and on sculptures, was probably 
first used by the Sasanians, and the earliest instance that is 
known is a capital at Taq-i-Bostan. Byzantine costumes, insig- 
nia, and jewellery often show similar Sasanian elements. For 
example, the two small peaks which top the head-dresses of 
the emperors on certain Byzantine coins or that of Theodora 
In the famous mosaic in San Vitale at Ravenna are no more 
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than variants upon the double wings which were a normal part 
of the great Sasanian crowns ; the c^o^vn of Chosroes II may be 
compared. The fibula that holds the chlamys on the shoulder of 
Byzantine imperial costume is again of Sasanian origin, and 
figures on the Theodosios base at Constantinople or that on 
the Barberini ivory may be compared with those on the 
Sasanian rock reliefs. Even as late as the thirteenth century the 
Sasanian form of crown was still being used by the emperors of 
Trebizond and the despots of Mistra. 

The evidence regarding the intrusion of Sasanian elements 
in arts of a larger scale is no less striking. A portion of the royal 
palace at Constantinople thus seems to have been in the form 
of a rectangle surrounded by a wall, in which were courts, 
like those of Sasanian palaces such as Sarvistan or Mshatta, and 
there w^as a building of completely Eastern appearance in the 
palace, w’hich was known as the TrepaiKo^ Palaces 

which have been excavated at Aboba Pliska in Bulgaria show 
the direct influence of Sasanian models,^ and in general links 
between the arts of those two areas seem to have been ex- 
tremely close. Thus the little clay cylinders with one end 
glazed which were found inserted into the walls of churches 
at Timovo would seem to have been copied from the cones 
with incribed ends which were used in Babylonia and Assyria, 
while Bulgarian metal- work dating from between the ninth and 
the twelfth centuries was of markedly Sasanian type. Silver 
plates from various sources which have been published by 
Migeon may be cited, 2 as well as the femous treasure of Nagy 
Szent Miklos in Himgary, which has usually been claimed as 
Bulgarian work. Sasanian influence seems also to have been 
exercised on Byzantine silver, and a large dish from Carthage 
which was shown at the Byzantine exhibition in Paris in 1931 
(No. 388) bore a repouss^e ornament of marked Sasanian 
character. 

In addition to these links between the B)rzantine and the 

1. B. Filow, ‘Les Palais vieux-bulgares et les Palais sasanides’, in VArt 
l^zaiitin chez les Slaves, Pauis, 1930, I, p. 80. 

2. ‘Orfevrerie d*argent de style oriental trouv^e en Bulgarie’, Sj-ria, m, 
Paris, 1522, p. 141. 
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Sasanian worlds, there were similar contacts between the arts 
of By2antium and those of Mesopotamia and SjTia, first in 
Christian and subsequently in Islamic times. We still do not 
know very much about Ae artistic products of the various 
Christian sects which flourished as independent bodies in these 
areas, notably the Nestorians and the Monophysites, but one 
particular art motif which was extremely popular in the 
BTOntine world both before and, especially, during the Icono- 
clast period, may be noted, namely the leaved cross. This motif 
consists of a cross with tall stem, from the base of which scrolls 
or leaves rise up to form a balancing pattern on either side. 
It appears to have been one of the most common motifs used 
by die Nestorian Christians, examples being known from 
Syria on the one hand to China on the other. It vras, however, 
also used quite extensively in the Byzantine w’orld, and so far 
as we can tell constituted one of the favourite forms of decora- 
tion for sculptures in Iconoclast times, and just after the close 
of that period we also see it in manuscript illustrations, like 
those of the superb copy of the Homilies of Gregory of Nazianzus 
in Paris (Bib. Nat. Gr. 

Any influence that the Islamic world may have exercised on 
Byzantine art was naturally of comparatively late date, and at 
the outset contacts were in the opposite direction, for in the 
first centuries of its history the Islamic world boasted no art of 
its own. At the time of the rise of Mohammad, that is to say in 
the middle of the second quarter of the seventh century of the 
Christian era, the Arabs of Arabia were a wild and rather primi- 
tive people, with little religious faith and practically no reli- 
gious instinct of a ritual kind. Christianity bad passed over the 
northern part of the region, to be widely accepted in the more 
cultured parts of Mesopotamia, without affecting more than 
a few town dwellers in Arabia itself. Mazdaism, the official 
religion of Sasanian Persia, had also been adopted in the larger 
towns of Mesopotamia, as well as to some extent by the more 
settled Arab tribes like the Ghassanids and the Lakhmids. The 
capital city of the latter, Hira, on the Euphrates, close to the 

I. Sec D. Talbot Rice, ‘The Leaved Cross’, Bjzaatiopslarka, xi* Pt. I, 
Prague, 1950, p. 72. 
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present Kufa, was apparently more or less equally divided be- 
tween Christians and Mazdeans/ and the latter religion also 
boasted adherents as far westward as Dura. But the real Arabs, 
the Bedouin, had never been converted to either faith, and 
they still adhered to the age-old primitive cults of the desert. 
In their principal towns, Mecca and Medina, the only developed 
religion which commanded a large number of followers was 
the Jewish. 

If there was little religion in the life and thought of the 
tribes who were first responsible for the spread of Islam, there 
was still less of anything in the nature of a creative or even of a 
conservative instinct among them. Sumptuous foundations were 
soon to be laid, but existing monuments were thoughtlessly 
destroyed, and a characteristic of the race seems as apparent 
at this early date as it does to-day, namely the inability to 
repair or keep in order any construction whatsoever, whether 
building, whose appeal was principally religious or aesthetic, 
or canal, the role of which was primarily utilitarian. If Iraq and 
parts of Arabia are to-day desert it is not only because of the 
ruthless destructions of a Hulagu or a Tamerlane, it is not 
only owing to inevitable cb'matic pulsations or the destruction 
of forests ; the listlessness of the Arab race has wrought as much 
damage as any conquest, however destructive, and has caused 
as much desiccation as any lack of rainfall. This particular 
characteristic actually had an even wider effect, for it seems 
to have influenced practically the whole of Islam, and though 
the Persians in Achaemenid and Sasanian times appear to ha^’e 
been an energetic people in whom the preservative instinct was 
well developed, and whose creative artistic powers can never 
be disputed, they are to-day as careless of constructions as are 
the Arabs and well-nigh as destructive as were the ravaging 
Mongol hordes. 

At the outset, then, Byzantine, Syrian, and Persian methods, 
motifs, and forms were taken over wholesale in order to effect 
the establishment of the individual culture which this new 
religious state demanded, and the first ruling dynasty of Islam, 

1. D. Talbot Rice, ‘The Oxford Excavations at Hira’, Antiquity y vi, 
September 1932, and An hlamica, i, p. Ann Arbor, 1934. 
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the Omayyad, with its capital at Damascus, adopted a culture 
w hich was essentially Svro-B\’zantine. The rulers of the dMiasty 
were, in fact, deliberately attempting to achieve something 
that w'as essentially foreign to their Arab heritage when they 
adopted a settled life in towns and when they constructed 
such great sanctuaries as the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem 
or the Great Mosque at Damascus. The former w'as frankly 
designed to draw to it the pilgrim traflSc from Mecca and 
Medina ; the latter had originally been a Christian basilica, the 
reconstruction and adornment of which was a magnificent 
expression of the extravagant ostentation of its patron, the 
Caliph al-Walid. That the two were successful as religious 
institutions and that they were so admirable from the artistic 
point of view w’as due to three causes. First of these was the 
innate curiosity and the love of a gay and grand display in the 
mental make-up of the Arabs themselves, which led them to 
visit and admire the buildings so long as thev were bright and 
fresh. The second was the long and accomplished tradition in 
Syria and the enterprising spirit of early Christendom which 
lived on there for some two centuries after the establishment 
of Islam. The third was the proximity of Byzantine culture, 
which was responsible to a great extent both for the conception 
and for the execution of the actual work. The conception of 
the plan of the Dome of the Rock would have been impossible, 
as Creswell has shown, wthout Byzantine and Christian Syrian 
prototypes,^ while the decoration of these two buildings with 
mosaics would have been equally impossible had not extensive 
technical and ornamental experiments been made in the pre- 
ceding centuries under the patronage of the Byzantine 
emperors. 

Similar influences are to be traced in the minor arts, and 
Byzantine taste also exercised a very marked effect on Omayyad 
life. In this respect, however, it must be admitted that the 
results were not as auspicious as they were with regard to 
architecture and mosaic decoration. To-day the inhabitants of 
Egypt are unaffected by the numerous germs which infect the 

I . The Origin oj the Plan of the Dome of the Roc^, British School of Archaeology 
in Jerusalem, Supp. Papers, No. 2, 1924. 
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water that they drink or the vegetables that they eat, whereas 
the European at once succumbs. In the seventh century the 
Byzantines were similarly able to support the luxuries and vices 
of their cities, whereas the Arabs, newcomers accustomed only 
to the severity of desert conditions, or at best to the somewhat 
insecure existence of the small towns along the fringe of the 
Red Sea, soon became victims of the new luxuiy, and drink 
and carousal on the one hand, and plotting and intrigues on 
the other soon brought the majority of them to an imtimely 
end. A rather similar victory was to be achieved by Byzantine 
luxury at a later date, when the austere Turks conquered the 
empire and settled in Constantinople. The gradual decay which 
then set in continued for almost four centuries. In the Omayyad 
period the results were more rapid; after only about one 
himdred years of life the Omayyad djiiasty crumbled and fell. 

When they first appeared on the scene in Syria, however, 
the conquering Arabs were energetic enough, and the defeat 
of the Byzantine outposts and garrisons was an easy matter. The 
first Arab victory was that of 629, when the Byzantines were 
overcome by guile rather than force of arms not far from the 
Dead Sea. In 634 Byzantine dominion was further shaken by a 
second great Arab victory, which secured for them Damascus, 
and wiA it the overlorihip of Syria. In 636 the Emperor 
Heraclius fled somewhat ingloiiously to Constantinople, taking 
with him the True Cross from Jerusalem. After a brief respite 
he attempted to regain his losses, but the expedition was a 
fidlure, and with Syria assured the Moslems were soon able to 
overrun Mesopotamia, and so open a secure route to Persia and 
to further conquests in the heart of Asia. In 641 the conquest of 
Egypt was completed from Syria as a base. Advances were also 
made into the south of Asia Minor, as a result of which the 
Byzantine emperor was forced to send an ambassador to Syria 
to sue for peace. A truce was arranged for two years, and there 
is reason to believe that this respite of hostilities cost the 
Byzantines a feirly heavy indemnity. In spite of the peace, how- 
ever, Armenia was lost to the Byzantines in the same year, 
owing to a local revolt engineered by the caliph Moawiyah, and 
soon afterwards Rhodes fell before the Moslem fleet, and the 
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famous Colossus was sold to a Jewish merchant. Periodic inva- 
sions of the frontier of Asia Minor seem to have been continued 
even during the armistice, and they were soon to become an 
established custom. But in 672 a far more ambitious scheme 
was envisaged, namely an attack on Constantinople itself, by 
land and sea. But it met with complete failure, and the 
Moslems were forced as a result to submit to a peace which 
guaranteed a heavy tribute to the Bj'zantines. 

Historv' tells of many such truces as these, and they are of 
almost as great an interest to the historian of art as to the 
historian of events, for they were engineered by ambassadors 
from one power to the other, and these ambassadors always seem 
to have been received in a most friendly manner, in spite of 
political hostilities. What is especially important for us, how^- 
ever, is that they took with them a larish supply of presents of 
an artistic character, and that in addition they were often called 
in by the Moslems to ad\ise on problems of architecture or to 
criticize what had been done. A typical instance is recorded by 
one of the Arab historians, who notes that Moawiyah had just 
completed a new palace and had received therein a Byzantine 
envoy. After the political discussions were finished, the caliph 
asked the envoy his opinion of the building. He answered, ‘The 
upper part will do for birds and the lower for rats.’ No very 
diplomatic reply, it would seem! But the caliph treated it with 
respect, for he had the building pulled down and rebuilt, w^hich 
shows the value that was set upon Byzantine taste and artistic 
judgement. At the same time the story offers an interesting 
sidelight on Moawiyah’ s character, for the tolerance and broad- 
ness of mind which did not take offence at so open a criticism 
was no common thing at this time, especially in a society of 
the type of that to which the caliph belonged. 

But in spite of the friendly reception of the embassies, hos- 
tilities continued, and the increasing power of the Moslems 
and the outward push jfrom the east are the most striking factors 
affecting the history of the period. The Byzantine empire 
received a series of rude and often serious setbacks, but the 
rulers succeeded in weathering them, and their resistance is to 
be attributed to the quality and innate vigour of Byzantine 



2 2 8 Byzantine Art 

»/ 

culture as a whole rather than to any outstanding ability on 
the part of individual generals or any veiy brilliant action bv 
the army. Indeed, such successes as were achieved were of a tem- 
porary character, and they never succeeded in staying the 
advancing tide of Islam to the same extent as did the respect 
and reverence in 'which Byzantine culture was held. We see 
this respect illustrated in Moawiyah’s tolerance of the Byzan- 
tine ambassador’s criticism of his palace; we see it in the 
tenor of much of Omayj^ad life ; but most of all we see it in 
concrete form in the nature and character of the art and archi- 
tecture favoured by Islamic patrons during the seventh and 
eighth centuries. 

With the fall of the Omayyad dynasty and the transference of 
the capital to Mesopotamia in 748 the Byzantine heritage was 
to a great extent cast aside, and a new phase of the historj' of 
Islamic art and architecture opened, when Persian elements 
were to the fore. But if Byzantine culture ceased to exercise 
much influence, Byzantine power in Asia Minor was at the 
same time less threatened, for the Abbasid rulers were fully 
occupied with the organization of their own portion of the 
vast Moslem empire, and any thoughts of further large-scale 
attacks on their part were banished from their minds. La spite 
of the essentially Persian character of Abbasid art and culture, 
however, a number of Byzantine elements nevertheless still 
penetrated. The early Abbasid army was thus organized on a 
Byzantine model, and the caliph Mansur even had a corps of 
fire-throwers, who were clothed in special fire-proof uniforms, 
and their fire must have been copied firom the dreaded Greek 
fire of the Byzantine forces. Early Abbasid architecture, again, 
also owed something to Greek ideas, and the site of Baghdad 
was looked upon as especially favourable for the capital, for, in 
the words of Mansur’s advisers, goods from Byzantine lands 
could be easily brought thither do-wn the Tigris. ^ The Byzan- 
tine influence apparent in early Islamic book illustrations of 
the school usually known as the Mesopotamian was also very 
important, and there was a similar influence upon metal work, 
especially in the twelfth century. A large group of vessels with 

X. Le Strange, Baghdad during the Eastern Caliphate, London, 1900, i, p. 14. 
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inlaid ornament, usually known under the general term of 
Mosul work, though it is now established that there were 
numerous other centres of manufacture also, thus quite often 
bear Christian subjects as a part of their decoration ; the well- 
knowm bowl of St Louis in the Louvre and another in the Fer- 
dinands Museum at Innsbruck may be cited as examples. The 
motif of a branch ending in an animaTs head, which was at a 
rather later date frequently used for the decoration of carpets 
in Persia, can also be assigned to the Byzantine world; it was 
used there in sculpture before the eighth century, as for 
example on slabs at Ravenna.^ 

In the opposite direction Islamic influence on Brantine art 
was perhaps even more extensive, and textiles and sculptures 
owed a particularly important debt to Moslem motifs. Thus 
certain floral forms, confronted animals and birds, though 
ultimately of Sasanian origin, assumed in the Byzantine world 
from the ninth century a style which had been developed under 
Abbasid patronage, and the frequent use of Kufic script for 
decoration on Byzantine textiles, sculptures, and pots once 
more attests the closeness of the links that bound Constantinople, 
and even more Greece, to Mesopotamia and Persia. But wide- 
spread though these Eastern motifs and even techniques w'ere, 
they were never copied slavishly; Byzantine art benefited from 
this outside source of inspiration, and affairs were character- 
ized by a fruitful traffic in ideas occasioned by curiosity and love 
of the new, rather than by any sterility of imagination. 

With the arrival of the Turks in western Asia in the eleventh 
century the old aggressive attitude, forgotten during the 
centuries of Abbasid rule, was once more revived, and from 
then onw'ards a series of new penetrations into Asia Minor 
began under the directing impulse of the Seljuk rulers. Indeed, 
the state of affairs which had characterized Omayy^ad days was 
in many ways renewed, and not only were there constant 
attacks by the Moslems, but also a renewed attention was paid 


I, Rivoira, Lomhardic Aichiteaxire, London, 1910, 1, Hg, 150. One of the 
most important Persian examples is a carpet in the Musee des arts decoratifs 
in Paris, which was shown at the Persian exhibition in London in 1931, 
No. 130. 
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to Bj^zantine models by Seljiik architects and decorators. Some 
Seljtdc sculptures of the twelfth century which are preser\"ed 
in the museum at Konia may be cited in proof of this, for their 
style might almost be described as pronncial Byzantine, A 
similar influence was exercised on the development of Seljuk 
thought and learning, for Greek mathematicians and philo- 
sophers were assembled by the Seljuk rulers at Konia, and some 
of the princes were even sent to Constantinople so that their 
education might be completed. 

With the advent of the Ottoman Turks at the end of the 
thirteenth centuiy this state of friendly intercourse, inter- 
spersed with periodic hostilities, was brought to an end, and a 
more severe and continued struggle for domination set in, 
which was punctuated by the fell of one Byzantine stronghold 
after another, until the final siege and capture of Constantinople 
in I45‘3. Yet even then, in spite of the fact that the empire had 
come to an end, something of the great heritage of Byzantium 
was handed down to the new rulers on the Golden Horn, so 
that in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries court life was 
not only dominated by a number of customs and ceremonies 
which were to a great extent B)rzantine in character, but also 
architecture was affected by the inspiration of the plan which 
had first been used by the Byzantines in the construction of Jus- 
tinian’s great cathedral of Sancta Sophia. Without this proto- 
type, Ottoman religious architecture could never have taken 
on the form which makes a first view of Constantinople one 
of the most glorious aesthetic experiences that is possible 
to-day: without the prototype of Byzantine imperialism, the 
Turkish sultanate would never have taken on that peculiar 
character which made it one of the ruling factors in European 
history until the nineteenth centuiy. 
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CHAPTER l6 

BYZANTIUM AND THE SLAVONIC WORLD 


The spread of Byzantine culture into regions beyond her per- 
manent control was very considerable, for the whole of eastern 
Europe and western Asia were affected. Nowhere, however, 
was this influence more to the fore than in the Slavonic world, 
w^here the whole basis of culture was Byzantine, and where it 
was the Byzantine element that was important, rather than 
the variations upon it produced in the different localities. This 
basis existed in Bulgaria and Serbia, it existed in Rumania and 
Russia, and it was even present in many regions addicted to the 
Catholic rather than the Orthodox version of the Christian 
faith, though in such regions it had often become obscured by 
subsequent Western influences, so that its presence was not 
always clearly obvious. 

Bulgaria and Serbia have already been alluded to, more 
especially in connexion with twelfth- and thirteenth-century 
developments in wall painting, since for long periods these 
regions had been under the direct control of the Byzantine 
capital, and the churches that were built there and the frescoes 
that were painted had in many cases been the works of Greek 
painters from Constantinople. Even when these countries be- 
came independent, Byzantine influence had remained supreme : 
artists were brought from Greek areas, and it was only at a 
comparatively late date that completely local styles began to 
become important in work which was of a sophisticated and 
not merely of a primitive character. Moreover, both these 
coimtries shared the same fate as the Greek portion of the 
Byzantine world - they fell under Turkish domination in the 
fifteenth century. 

In Russia, on the other hand, developments ran along 
different lines, for although a part of the land was conquered by 
Mongols, a pit remained independent, and even the con- 
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quered area was only subject for a limited period. Before this 
subjection Christian art and culture had already taken on a 
national complexion ; after it the various regions %vere at once 
firmly knit together to form a stable Orthodox empire, whose 
rulers regarded themselves first as the peers, and then, after 
the fall of Constantinople in 14^3 , as the legitimate and direct 
successors of the Bvzantine emperors. In central Russia, indeed, 
a homogeneous civilization had flourished for some five cen- 
turies before the time of Peter the Great, and it was a land in 
which roads and watercourses afforded ready communication 
and made culture essentially universal. The nature of the land 
and the life led there prevented anv possibility of that inde- 
pendent progress in one area or conservatism in another which 
characterized the more mountainous portions of the Orthodox 
world. 

The story of Christian Russia concerns us closely. In the 
latter half of the tenth century Vladimir, Prince of Kiev, 
succeeded in uniting under his rule the greater part of what 
is to-day southern and central Russia, It was a wild and lawless 
area, vet Vladimir’s ambitions were more than those of a 
nomad conqueror. He aimed at founding in Russia a great 
empire with an advanced and distinctive civilization of its own, 
and he realized that to attempt to do this without a stable basis 
of organized religion was impossible. But what religion was he 
to choose? Islam, to the south and east, was a flourishing and 
virile faith; Orthodoxy, to the south, offered a more mystic 
creed, better suited, perhaps, to Russian lines of thought, and 
it had already made considerable inroads into the region, 
thanks to Byzantine missionaries and the presence of Byzantine 
trading colonies in the Chersonese; Judaism was a religion 
hallowed by time ; Catholicism in the west had all the attrac- 
tion of youth, and it offered temporal inducements which were 
extremely alluring, for By^zantium might prove to be an enemy 
as well as a filend, and in the west powerful alliances might be 
sought which would help to obviate the dangers. Choice was 
truly an embarrassment, yet a solution had to be found, and an 
early Slav manxiscript known as the Chronicle of Nestor tells 
us tbat Vladimir sent forth envoys to the centre of each religion. 



2 34 Byzantine Art 

with instructions to bring back a report on its merits and 
attractions. That of die envoys who \isited Constantinople was 
so much the most impressive that Vladimir, who was no doubt 
guided also by the importance of the links already established 
with Bj'zantium, selected Orthodoxy as the official faith of his 
new Russia.^ He not only based the religious teaching on that 
followed in the B^-zantine world, but also set out to found the 
art of his new empire on the same basis. The degree to which 
Byzantine influence penetrated Russia in the next two cen- 
turies is striking proof of the appropriateness of the choice made 
by Vladimir, No other religion would have suited the Russians 
nearly so well, and no culture but the Byzantine could have 
provided such scope for development along national lines. 
Moreover, such other Slavonic coimtries as were to any degree 
civilized were already of the Orthodox faith, and were either 
closely allied to Byzantium or had derived their whole culture 
from there. 

In 988 Orthodox Christianity became the official religion of 
Russia, and with the priests who went from Constantinople to 
baptize and preach the new religion there also travelled archi- 
tects, mosaicists, and painters. A great work awaited them, 
for hitherto life in Russia had been conducted on a more or less 
nomad basis, and there were practically no local buildings or 
architectural styles that could be adopted to Christian usage. 
Hence at the outset practically every town of consequence was 
laid out to resemble Constantinople, each of them being given 
a Sancta Sophia, a palace, and a golden gate. This Byzantine 
character was especially marked at the capital, Kiev, where, in 
addition to the main buildings, the multiplicity of great 
churches that characterized Constantinople was also copied. 
The church of the Dormition of the Virgin was thus founded by 
Vladimir in 989, the Cathedral of Sancta Sophia by Yaroslav in 
1037, and the monastery of the Catacombs by Iziaslav in 1073. 
The churches were decorated with mosaics or paintings, the 
earliest of which, like the mosaics in Sancta Sophia, were com- 
pletely Byzantine, differing from work produced in Constanti- 


1. For a full account see G. Schlumberger, tpopce byzantiney i, p. 707, 
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nople or Greece even less than the churches thentselves.^ The 
inscriptions in the Sancta Sophia mosaics were thus in Greek 
letters, and the mosaics themselves are to be compared with 
those at Daphni and Hosios Lukas. A great Pantocrator in the 
dome, and a Virgin in the apse, with the Communion of the 
Apostles below, suirived there till 1941. Some paintings on a 
staircase, show’ing scenes from the Hippodrome, must also have 
been inspired from Byzantium, though their style was distinct, 
being closer to that of some of the more Oriental of the early 
manuscripts. Similar monuments were set up in a number of 
other towns ; the cathedral at Chernigov, founded in 1 03 1 , may 
be cited as an example. Most of them have, however, been very 
much altered at subsequent dates. 

The supremacy of Kiev was not long-lived, and in the late 
eleventh and twelfth centuries it was supplanted as a cultural 
and artistic capital by Novgorod and Vladimir. Novgorod was 
never the seat of a principality, and patronage there was exer- 
cised by the rich burghers and merchants; art consequently 
developed along more modest, but also more purely Russian, 
lines, and this was true both of the city and of the region which 
was primarily dependent upon it. Vladimir, on the other hand, 
was made the temporal capital by Andrew Bogoliubski, when 
he sacked Kiev in 1109, and it remained a powerful city until 
its conquest by the Mongols in 1238. Patronage there was thus 
of a more despotic character, and there was less opportunity 
for the development of purely local stydes and idioms. There 
was, however, something of a break with the past at Vladimir 
as well as at Novgorod, for it was towards Asia Minor and the 
Caucasus that Vladimir seems to have looked initially, rather 
than tow'ards Constantinople, and the buildings of the area, 
with their tail proportions and can'ed external decoration, are 
more akin to the stone churches of the eastern part of the 
Byzantine world or of Armenia than they are to those of the 


I . The actual plans of the churches show certain variations in detail which 
were perhaps the result of influences from the Chersonwe. E. H. Minns, 
Scythians and Greeks, Cambridge, 1 9 1 3, p. i, gives some small scale drawings 
of buildings in the Chersonese, as well as a full bibliography of writings on 
that region. 
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western. This is especially the case in the Cathedral of the 
Dormition at Vladimir, founded in iigSy or in that of the 
famous church at Yuriev Polskij, founded in 1 230 ; the presence 
of extensive sculptured ornament at both places not only 
attests the influence of what was originally an Armenian idea, 
but also shows it in concrete fonn in the nature of many of the 
motifs that constitute the decoration. In addition to this in- 
fluence, which may be regarded as basic, there also appear to 
have penetrated to the region certain elements from the 
western world, and sculptures in one or two places are com- 
pletely Romanesque in style. Had it not been for the Mongol 
im^ion, some most interesting developments showing a 
mingling of Armenian, western, and local influences would no 
doubt have taken place. As it was, when the Mongols were 
finally expelled in the fifteenth century, Moscow, the new 
capital and centre of Russia, looked for its culture and art to 
Novgorod, which had escaped the invasion, rather than to the 
Vladimir-Suzdal region, which had been overrun. 

The beginnings of Novgorodian art were essentially Byzan- 
tine, for the Cathedral of Sancta Sophia there, founded in 1 04^, 
was almost as closely modelled upon Constantinopolitan archi- 
tecture as were die early churches at Kiev. But the churches 
that followed it were more individual, and we can trace in them 
the evolution of a new style which was developed to suit the 
locality and which was influenced by the indigenous wooden 
architecture. Roofs were thus made more pointed, to prevent 
the snow from settling, bulbous domes replaced the more 
regular Byzantine ones, probably with the same utilitarian 
purpose in view, the height of buildings was increased, since 
the wooden architecture of the area had favoured tall buildings, 
and painted panels or icons came to play a more important part 
in the decoration of the interiors than wall paintings, which 
were of course ill-suited to wooden walls. This evolution was 
naturally slow, and its stages can be perceived only when a con- 
siderable number of churches are studied; it was, however, 
well-nigh complete by the fifteenth century, both at Novgorod 
and at Pskov, where similar developments took place. Of the 
churches of Novgorod the following may be mentioned: St 



^zantium and the Slavonic World 237 

George (i 119-30), St Theodore Stratelates ^1360), and the 
Transfiguration ( 1374). In the region the most important build- 
ings are the churches at Nereditsa (119S), and Kovalevo 
U34^). 

Sndistic changes in painting were less marked than those that 
characterized architecture, for although the monumental st}*le 
of the mid'B\'zantine period, which had inspired the Kiev 
mosaics, was principally active only in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries, the style of the Byzantine Renaissance made itself 
felt from the later twelfth century onwards. Indeed, the begin- 
nings of that Renaissance are as manifest in wall paintings at 
Vladimir, notably in a great group of the Apostles in the 
church of St Demetrius, dating from 1 195-, as they are in those 
at Nerez (1164'), and its accomplishment in the early four- 
teenth century is as manifest in the work of Theophanes the 
Greek done in Russia as in the frescoes of the church of the 
Chora (Kariye Camii) at Constantinople; it has even been 
suggested that Theophanes worked on these before he migrated 
from Byzantium to Russia.^ In Russia, however, Theophanes 
developed a very distinctive style, which is clearly to be seen 
in wall paintings done by him in the church of the Transfigura- 
tion at Novgorod in 1378. It was thanks to the teaching of 
Greek immigrants like Theophanes that a sound foundation was 
established in Russian painting, and it was on this basis that 
local styles were founded, so that an intrinsically Russian 
manner had come into being anyhow by the end of the third 
quarter of the fourteenth century. The following monuments 
leading up to the establishment of the new styde may be noted 
at Novgorod: Sancta Sophia (1108), figures of prophets and 
saints in the Cathedral of the Nativity of the Virgin (112^), and 
paintings in the Arkhazkaya church (1189), Outside Novgorod 
the most important wall paintings are to be found at Nereditsa 
(1199), at Staraya Ladoga (tw^elfth century), in the church of 
St Michael at Shovorodsko (1360), in the church of the Preo- 
brazenia, Olenoe (1378), where there is work by Theophanes 


I. M. Alpatov, 'Die Fresken der Kachrieh-Djami in Konstantinopcr, 
MuDchner Jahrbucher der bildenden Kunst, 1929, VI, p. 343. 
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the Greek, and at Volotovo (1370-80), where the work is 
more purely Russian in style. ^ 

Though Theophanes probably continued to work in the early 
fifteenth century, his style by then seems to have become more 
Russian in character, and a few icons which have been tenta- 
tively assigned to him are possessed of all the characteristics 
which distinguish Russian work from Greek from this time 
onwards, namely thin, sloping shoxilders; delicate, almost 
effeminate, proportions; subtle colouring; great stress on 
rhythmical composition. And with Theophanes ’s death painters 
of Russian blood became more important than the Greek immi- 
grants. Foremost among them was an artist of outstanding genius, 
Andrew Rublev, who was bom about 1360 and died in 1430. 
His early life was spent as a lay brother in a monasteiy, where 
he worked as apprentice to an icon painter ; early in the fifteenth 
centuiy he was associated with Theophanes the Greek on wall 
paintings in the cathedral of the Annunciation at Moscow 
(1405-), and in 1408 he was working on frescoes in the cathe- 
dral of the Dormition of the Virgin at Vladimir. It was, how- 
ever, in his panels that Rublev’s style was most developed. A 
few which can be definitely assigned to him are preserved; 
others have been associated with his name on stylistic grounds. 
The most famous is the superb panel of the Old Testament 
Trinity, which was painted about 1410 for the monastery of the 
Trinity and St Sergius near Moscow; it is now preserved in 
the Tretiakov gallery at Moscow. It shows perhaps more 
clearly than any other icon the profound religious emotion 
which characterized Rublev’s work, for it is in every essence 
a spiritual painting. The spiritual quality is endemic, not super- 
imposed, and it is perhaps this character above any other that 
distinguishes the outlook of the Russian icon painter, or for 
that matter, the Romanesque painter in the west, from that 
of the painters of the Italian Renaissance. 

Though the names of Theophanes and Rublev have come 
down to us, the majority of painters remained anonymous, for 

2. The most up-to-date account of Novgorodian art is that of V. Lazarev, 
The Art of Norgorod^ Moscow, 194.7 (in Russian). He stresses the importance 
of Constantinopolitan influence in the earlier paintings. 
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the church as a whole was still regarded as of greater impor- 
tance than the indi\idual. A great deal of work was, however, 
produced, and each city of consequence boasted a distinctive 
school of its own; the most important are those of Novgorod, 
Pskov, Tver, Suzdal, Vladimir, and Moscow. And if Novgorod 
w'as the most important of these at the beginning of the century, 
Moscow was certainly the main centre at its end. Once more 
an individual of outstanding importance has left his name for 
us; he was Denys, who did wall paintings in the Therapont 
monastery not far from Moscow, which are dated to ifoo. His 
work is delicate and very delightful, but the tendency tow'ards 
effeminacy, which was already apparent at the beginning of the 
fifteenth century, had progressed, and in Denys’s work hints 
of decadence are already apparent. But in spite of this tendency 
towards charm rather than majesty, a great many paintings, 
especially icons, of real quality were still to be produced until 
the westernizing reforms of Peter the Great in the seventeenth 
century set a term to the old religious art of Russia. After this 
time icons, though they were still produced in large numbers, 
ceased to represent the progressive and vital art of the nation ; 
icon painting became a craft rather than an art, and the work 
which was produced was not of a character to awaken the 
interest of any but the expert or the student of ecclesiastical 

So long, so flourishing, or so independent a history can 
hardly be traced in the arts of the other Slav lands, since over 
long periods the story of their art can only be considered to- 
gether with that of Byzantium, and independent developments 
were on the whole short-lived. But brief r&um 4 s of the his- 
tory of Bulgaria and Yugoslavia may be given here, for their 
early histories are distinct, and again, when their complete 
independence had been achieved, the arts of the two countries 
once more began to develop along individual lines. 

The original Bulgars came to the Balkans from the region to 
the north of the Caspian and established themselves as an 
independent power in 679. An analysis of their culture at this 
time shows that two quite distinct elements can be distin- 
guished, one eastern, or proto-BuIgar, and one Slavonic. The 
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earliest monuments in the land were more closely linked \\ ith 
the former, and some palaces at the first Bulgar capital, Aboba 
Pliska, the rock reliefs at Madara, and some interesting pieces 
of metal work from various sites, all show the influence of 
Sasanian art (see p. 52). As time progressed, these proto- 
Bulgar elements became gradually submerged, first as a result of 
contacts with B^-zantium, and later, because of the growth of 
the Slav spirit. Thus by the middle of the ninth century eastern 
and Hellenistic elements in Bulgarian art were already more or 
less equally balanced, in spite of the fact that Christianity did 
not become the official religion until 864. The acceptance of 
the new religion naturally opened the country to a wave of 
Byzantine influence, and in the principal cities like Preslav in 
the central plain or Timovo on the Black Sea coast churches 
were built along lines very closely similar to what was being 
done in Constantinople. And if these links were close under 
the first Bulgarian rulers, like Boris (85-3-88) and Simeon 
(893-927), they became even stronger after 1018, when Bul- 
garia became a Byzantine province. 

From 1186 to 1393 Bulgaria was once more an independent 
kingdom, with its capital at Timovo, but the links with Con- 
stantinople remained strong. A number of churches were thus 
built at Timovo which were even more Constantinopolitan 
than those of the first Bulgarian empire, and the paintings 
within them were in many cases by Greek masters. Indeed, 
there was probably an influx of painters from Constantinople 
in the early tnirteenth century, owing to the domination of that 
city by Latin rulers from 1204. The work of these Greeks was 
probably in the main confined to the larger centres and the 
more important churches, and it was just these churches that 
were destroyed when the Turks conquered the country. Small 
buildings in the more inaccessible places were more often 
spared, but their decorations had mostly been done by local 
craftsmen, so .that though they are interesting as examples of 
local peasant art, they seldom contain work that is of real 
aesthetic importance. The good work was, however, not all 
destroyed, and attention may be called to paintings in several 
churches at Timovo, to those in the church of St George at 



Bjzantium and the Slavonic World 24.1 

Sofia, and to those at Boiana. The latter church contains a great 
deal of work, some of which is of outstanding excellence, 
though it has nothing that is intrinsicallv Bulgarian about it, 
and some of it less sophisticated but more Bulgarian ; the best 
work dates from 1259. 

As in Greece and the rest of the Balkans, the Turkish con- 
quests of the second half of the fifteenth century put an end to 
independence, but not to Christianity, and small churches con- 
tinued to be built and works of art produced until quite recent 
times ; they became more and more Bulgarian and less and less 
Byzantine as time proceeded. But though much of this work is 
of interest in the story of the peasant arts of the Balkans, it falls 
outside the sphere of Byzantine art proper. 

The history of art in Serbia, that is to say the Orthodox 
portion of the country w^hich is to-day called Yugoslaria, fol- 
lowed a course closely similar to that of Bulgaria, though it 
does not go back nearly so far. In early days, indeed, we know 
but little of the region, which was a wild outpost rather than 
a centre of civilization. It was not until l 3 ie ninth century that 
the country was Christianized, principally owing to the labours 
of two Greek monks, Constantine (Cyril) and Methodius, who 
entered the region from Salonica. In the tenth century a part of 
the country was for a time subject to Bulgaria ; in the eleventh it 
was under Byzantine control, and only with the twelfth was 
national independence achieved, under the leadership of 
Stephen Nemanja, For the first century or so of Serbian inde- 
pendence, however, links with the Byzantine world remained 
close, Greek painters seem to have been more numerous than 
native ones, and there were close links with the Greek church, 
especially with Mount Athos. Stephen Nemanja even retired 
there in his old age, to live as a monk in the monasteiy of 
Chilandari, which was founded by him as a Serbian institution ; 
though he was also joined with the Byzantine emperor as the 
patron of more than one purely Greek monastery on the 
peninsula. 

The growth of Serbia as an independent power in the thir- 
teenth century was assisted by the advances of the Crusades 
which were harrying Byzantine power, and a number of power- 
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ful rulers such as Stephen II (1219-27) and Milutin (12^7- 
1320), succeeded in widening the bounds of the empire verj* 
considerably. Dushan, who came to the throne in 1331, even 
dreamed of founding a Greco-Siav state with himself at the 
head, but he died at Adrianople in 13^^ before his ability to 
carry out this ambitious project, which was to begin with the 
capture of Constantinople, was put to the test. All the rulers 
at this time were great builders, and they were responsible 
for the foundation and decoration of a large number of churches 
and monasteries. Their architecture, though fundamentally 
based on the Byzantine, was much influenced by local and 
western traits, and Millet notes in addition certain eastern 
elements which came from Asia Minor by way of Greece, and 
not from Constantinople.^ But the paintings inside these 
churches were more faithfrd to the old B3rzantine heritage, and 
a good number of them were the work of Greek masters, any- 
how as late as the fourteenth century. It is, indeed, on Serbian 
soil that many of the finest and most important manifestations 
of later Byzantine painting have been preserved. But alongside 
these, other paintings were set up which were of a more purely 
Slav character, and by the fifteenth century most of the work 
done in Serbia was becoming almost as distinctively Serb as 
Russian work had become Russian. Though the country was 
conquered by the Turks earlier than any other portion of the 
old Byzantine world, Serb independence ending with the battle 
of Kossovo in 1 389, Serbia retained under Turkish rule a greater 
degree of independence than any other part of the Balkans. 
The eastern and central parts of the coimtry constituted the 
most important heir of Byzantium in the Balk^ under Moslem 
rule; the western region was linked more closely with Italy, 
but though its frith was the Catholic and not the Orthodox, 
something of a Byzantine style affected developments even 
there until quite a late date. 

One further heritor of Byzantium must also be mentioned 
here, though it is not entirely a Slav one, namely Rumania. 
The buildings and paintings of the country as a whole were 
essentially Byzantine in style, even though few of them were 

I. Vaacien art s^ht; Les^glis^, Paris, 1519, p. 44. 
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set up during the days of Byzantine rule. Patronage was, how'- 
ever, even at this late date, on a more lavish scale than elsewhere 
in the Balkans, for the country remained independent of Turk- 
ish control, and the local rulers and princes were often verv 
prosperous. Numerous monasteries and churches were set up 
by them. In spite of a great many 'western contacts, the archi- 
tecture, as well as the paintings on the walls and the textiles 
and other treasures inside the churches, were essentially works 
of Byzantine type. Little of it was, perhaps, of the very first 
quality aesthetically speaking, for it belonged to an age of deca- 
dence. But nearly all of it was of interest, and it offers an 
intriguing field for study in view of the comparative complete- 
ness and good state of repair of the works that survive. 
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CHAPTER 17 

BYZANTIUM AND THE WEST 

The actual division between the Byzantine and the western 
worlds varied considerably at different periods. Thus in early 
times the whole of Italy was definitely to be included in the 
former, though by the seventh century it was independent, 
though still closely related; in the eleventh and twelfth cen- 
turies, however, parts of Italy, notably Sicily and Venice, had 
become virtually Byzantine provinces so far as the character of 
their arts was concerned, even if the rulers of these areas were 
independent. The rest of Italy at this time was, on the other 
hand, quite definitely of the west and not of the Byzantine 
world. In so far as the arts in Italy were purely Byzantine, they 
do not concern us in this chapter, for they have been dealt with 
elsewhere in the book. It is, rather, our aim to call attention 
to the legacy which the art of Byzantium handed on to those of 
other spheres, and consequently, when we speak of the west, 
or more narrowly, of Italy, it is to the areas of western and 
not of Byzantine culture that we refer. 

In the period that must be our chief concern here, namely 
that between the seventh and the twelfth centuries, the west 
was more or less synonymous first with the Carolingian and 
then with the Ottoman Empire, that is to say, it comprised 
southern Germany and parts of France and Italy. But Britain 
must also be included, for links between Northumbria and the 
Byzantine world, broadly speaking, were important, and even 
if the Norse world need hardly be taken into account, Ireland 
must be noted, for there is evidence to suggest that there were 
trading contacts between Ireland and parts of the Byzantine 
Empire, even if they left no veiy marked impress on the 
art of the former country. 

In addition to these distinctloiis of locality, a distinction 
must also be made regarding the character of the contacts be- 
tween Byzantium and the west, anyhow so far as art is con- 
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cemed. Thus two main u^pes of connexion may be obsen^ed, 
the one primarily superficial and the other essentially funda- 
mental. In the former, which may be termed the diplomatic 
t)pe of contact, an exchange of products took place, rich silk-* 
or treasures of some sort or another being brought by ambassa- 
dors and given to the rulers or ecclesiastical dignitaries of the 
west as presents. Such things were very often copied, but the 
copy was a direct one, and the craftsman who made use of the 
imported model remained a copyist rather than becoming a cre- 
ator. The influence exercised in this way was superficial, it was 
unlikely to be lasting, but where it was present it w'as obvious 
at first glance. The second type of influence that we distin- 
guish was of a more profound, though sometimes less obvious, 
character. It was brought about as the result of the penetration 
of a new and distinct method, outlook or idea firom the 
Byzantine w^orld, which resulted in a complete change in the 
nature of the art affected. Though in some ways the results of 
such influences are less easy to distinguish, they were fiir more 
fundamental and more lasting. Connexions of this type were 
especially marked at two periods, in the eighth century and 
again in the twelfth, and they are to be observed in the spheres 
of style, technique, and comprehension, that is to say, the under- 
standing or feeling underlying the superficial appearance of the 
work of art. Relationships of this sort were often of a very 
subtle character, and they are consequently not always to be 
discerned at first glance. They are again more important with 
regard to a mass of material than to single objects, as was the 
case with regard to the first tjpe that we distinguished. The 
similarity of approach and outlook that characterized most reli- 
gious painting in east and west alike, and the feet that there 
was a definite upswelling of a new spirit of creative energy in 
the art of both areas in the twelfth centuiy, affords a case in 
point. Before analysing these manifestations further, however, 
the evidence for contacts between east and west had best be 
examined in chronological sequence. 

Of the fourth and fifth centuries we know but little. There 
seem to have been a nximber of Jewish colonies settled in the 
west, more especially at Arles, and they maintained a definite 
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contact with Palestine and imported from their homeland 
certain works of art, more especially glass and textiles. Ivories 
and paintings on panel on a small scale were also doubtless 
brought from Palestine by Christian pilgrims ; the importance 
of religious pilgrimage even at this early date is clearly shown 
by the large numbers of flasks to contain holy water which have 
been found at such shrines as that of St Maenas, not far from 
Alexandria in Egypt. Textiles of linen or wool may also have 
been brought to the west from Syria, Palestine, and Egypt; 
the export of silk was retained as a monopoly by Constantinople 
until die eighth century, but it was not much exported before 
the sixth century, for until then the secret of its manufacture 
was known only in the Far East, and all the raw material had 
to be imported from there, by way of Persia. Before the 
knowledge of cultivation was sold to Justinian, the cost of 
silk must have been prohibitive, and it is imlikely that very 
much reached the west, even if it was occasionally used in 
Italy. 

In the sixth century relationships between the west and 
Palestine were maintained, or even increased as a result of pil- 
grimage. With Constantinople they became rather closer owing 
to the prosperity of the capital under Justinian’s rule. A num- 
ber of pilgrims passed that way en route for the Holy Land, and 
others made Constantinople the main object of their journey; 
among these was Reoval, a doctor of Poitiers, who visited 
the city in order to discourse with the doctors there. In the 
reign of Justin 11 (^6 5^-7 8) Sta Radegonde went to the Byzan- 
tine capital, and took back with her relics of the true cross, as 
well as a finely bound copy of the Gospels, and shortly after 
this visit Justin sent her a present of a reliquary, which is 
probably that still preserved in the church of St Croix at 
Poitiers. The same Emperor also sent a large cross to Rome, 
and Tiberius 11 (^78-82) despatched presents to Chilperic. 
Towards the end of the century Gregory the Great was papal 
envoy at Constantinople before he became Pope ; by that time 
most of the more important relics had been assembled there. 
He apparently made the journey more than once, and on each 
occasion brought back relics with him. He was very familiar 
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with many parts of the B^'zantine empire, and seems to have 
travelled extensively in the east. 

Quite a number of journeys were also made in an opposite 
direction, for Greeks often visited the west; there was a whole 
colony of them for example at Xarbonne, and a painting of 
Christ which was renovvmed as one of Xarbonne ’s principal 
treasures was very probably by a Bj*zantine artist.^ The Greeks 
were primarily merchants, and the extent of the trade which 
these people and similar bodies carried on is indicated by the 
large numbers of Bj-zantine coins dating from betw^een about 
300 and 65-0 which have been found in France. The Frankish 
coinage was subsequently even modelled on these Bj-zantine 
prototypes. Similarly By'zantine ivories sensed as models for 
Frankish carvings, both on a large and on a small scale, and 
it is possible 3 iat paintings were copied also. A number 
of Byzantine saints were popular in the west, and a church 
at Chartres was dedicated to the Greek patrons, SS. Sergius 
and Bacchus, though later its patron W’as changed to St 
Nicholas. 

Relationships between east and west in the seventh century 
mtist have continued on a similar basis, but Constantinople 
gradually became more and more important as the destination 
of the pilgrim traffic, and its importance in this respect was of 
course accentuated when the holy cities in Palestine fell to 
the Moslems early in the century, for not only did the holy 
cities become very difficult of access, but, more important, 
the true cross was taken to Constantinople. St Bercaire, abbot 
of Montier-en-Der, Haute-Mame, did actually get to Palestine, 
and he brought back carved ivories, but Arculf of Gaul con- 
centrated on Constantinople, and even wTOte a guide book of 
the city, which served pilgrims for some centuries to come. 
Colonies of Greeks and Syrians still continued to exist in the 
west, and trade seems to have been very extensive at this time. 
The links seem to have been extended as fer as England and 
Ireland, and in the latter place even Chinese objects have been 


I. Ebersolt, Orient et Occident, i, p. 22, gives an entertaining legend about 
this painting. 
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foimd.^ St Columbanus is recorded to have lodged with a 
Syrian family during a visit to Orleans. 

With the eighth and ninth centuries relationships between 
east and west became even more intimate, for the Carolingian 
rulers, however powerful themselves, and however much thev 
desired to establish a new Rome in the west, nevertheless 
looked to Bjizantium as a model and as a centre of culture and 
art which could not be disregarded. Numerous embassies were 
interchanged between the Emperors of East and West at this 
time, and most of these from the east took with them gorgeous 
presents, many of which are still preserv'ed in western trea- 
suries. The actual dates at which these embassies were sent are 
in many cases recorded. Thus Constantine V Copronymus 
(740-7^) sent envoys to Pepin le Bref in 7^8. Charlemagne 
received others at Aix-Ia-Chapelle in 8 12, sent by Michael I, 
and two years later a further embassy was sent to Louis at the 
same place. Another followed in 824 to Rouen, another in 
833 to Compiegne, and another in 839 to Ingellieim. Costly 
gifts were sent on each occasion, and it is recorded that Charle- 
magne’s court was all clothed in silks, mostly of Byzantine 
manufacture. Textiles from the emperor’s tomb at Aix are of 
Constantinopolitan workmanship ; one was probably introduced 
into the tomb subsequent to the burial. Both Charlemagne and 
Louis the Pious were familiar with the Greek language,^ and 
Greek was read in some of the western monasteries; it is 
recorded that the Greek Gospels were admired at Corbie. 
Louis thus received from Michael II (820-9), in addition to 
silks, a copy of the writings of Denys the Areopagite. Further 
evidence as to contacts is afforded by a correspondence between 
Basil I, the Macedonian (876-86), and Louis 11 . Charles the 
Bald appeared in Byzantine dress at the assembly of Ponthieu in 
876, and at the abbey of St Riquier numerous Byzantine 
treasures were preserved. Presents to ecclesiastics seem to 
have been almost as numerous as those to emperors; thus 
Fortunatus, Bishop of Grade, brought to France in 803 ‘two 

I- R. A. S, Macalister, Archaeolo^ qf Ireland^ 152S, p. 344. 

2. But see M. L. W. Laisome, Thought and Letters in Western Europe^ goo^oo, 
^ 9 S 7 t ch. X. 
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doors of ivory, magnificently carv^ed’; in the abbey of St 
Wandrille there was a fine Brantine text, and at St Denys 
there were eastern textiles, with animals, birds, and giyphons 
as their decoration. 

With so much actual Byzantine material in the w'est, an 
effect on art w hich reached fairly deep was not surprising, and 
its results can be traced in architecture, ivory carving, and to 
some extent also in miniature painting. And there is reason to 
believe that the penetration of the influence was accentuated 
by the arrival of actual artists, w^ho preferred during the Icono- 
clast period (726-843) to work for western patrons rather 
than to adapt their art to non-representationai motife in their 
own homeland. They were especially numerous in Italy, and 
without them Italian art would have developed along lines very 
different from those actually taken. They also perhaps pene- 
trated to the west. Indeed, the marked revival in quality which 
characterized the period with which we are dealing was in no 
small degree due to the presence of the Byzantine craftsmen 
and to the new methods and ideas which they taught the local 
men. It is recorded, moreover, that people in the west took 
a great interest in the Iconoclast movement, and special coun- 
cils were held to discuss it at Gentilly in 767, at Frankfurt in 
794, and at Paris in 82^. 

It would, of course, be wrong to overstress the final influence 
of all these contacts on the west, for however marked the 
Byzantine elements may have been, the art of the western 
w'^orld as a whole was western art, just as that of the eastern 
w^orld was Byzantine, and this became especially noticeable 
with the dawn of the tenth century, when affidrs in the west 
had been able to settle down and development along native 
lines had become possible. The results are to be seen most 
clearly, perhaps, in architecture, where a new and distinct 
style, which is now usually termed the First Romanesque, had 
been bom,^ This style was distinguished by the small size of its 
buildings, by the use of barrel vaults to roof them, and by 
arcaded or niched ornament to decorate them. It spread over 
much of France, over northern Spain, and northern Italy, and 
1. See Puig i Cada&lch, le premier art romaa, Paris, 1928. 
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definitely preceded the development of the more ambitious 
style which w^e know' as full Romanesque. It was a quite distinc- 
tive style, essentially western in its make-up, but the elements 
which went to compose it were many of them culled from the 
Bj'zantine world, or even from further to the east, though 
elements that w'ere ultimately of Persian origin probably pene- 
trated to the First Romanesque area by way of the Byzantine 
region. 

In the realm of sculpture somew'hat similar developments 
took place in Britain at a rather earlier date, thanks to contacts 
with the Mediterranean world. Benedict Biscop thus \isited 
Rome and brought back treasures with him. St Theodore w'ho 
preached in England in the seventh century w'as a Greek from 
Tarsus; his contemporary, Adrian, came from one of the 
Byzantine provinces. Along with them there appear to have 
come a number of artisans, for it is recorded that when Wilfrid 
decorated St Andrew*s at Hexham between 671 and 674, 
foreign craftsmen assisted in the work. One may conclude that 
these foreign masters did some of the w'ork themselves, but 
left the greater part of it to native assistants. The high technical 
quality of the carving attests the presence of the foreigners, 
but the individual character of much of the sculpture of this 
period shows w'hat the pupils were able to give in their turn. 
Even when the foreign masters were absent, imported proto- 
types were often followed very closely, as can be seen on the 
southern face of the Ruthwell cross, where Christ appears as 
an essentially Byzantine figure. In another scene, on the same 
cross, where Mary Magdalene is shown washing Christ’s feet 
vrith her hair, our Lord is admirably done, in an essentially 
Byzantine style, and it is clear that an imported model was 
closely followed; the Magdalene, on the other hand, is a 
strange, clumsy figure, lacking all elegance and classical 
grandeur; here it would seem that the native craftsman was 
working with no imported model before him, and when he 
tried to create in this way the results were extremely crude. 
Similarly the figures of the Evangelists in the Lindisfeme Gos- 
pels, of much die same date, are basically modelled on Byzan- 
tine originals, even to the extent of writing the Greek word for 
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saint, ‘Agios’, instead of the Latin word, ‘Sanctus’, though the 
actual letters are Latin and not Greek. Here the copyist pro- 
duced rather cruder work than he did in the case of the sculp- 
tures, but when he was allowed to follow the native idiom of 
zoomorphic interlace he produced work of quite extraordinary 
merit. 

This intrusion of the Byzantine style into Northumbria was 
brought to an end by the Norse invasions of the eighth and 
ninth centuries, but it continued elsewhere. Thus in Mercia 
sculptures at Breedon follow Byzantine models quite obriously, 
and rather later there are stones in Ireland which attest the 
influence of east Christian iconography; a cross at Castledermot 
may be cited. ^ But nowhere was the influence more marked 
than in Wessex in the tenth and eleventh centuries, where 
such sculptures as the Bradford-on-Avon angels, the Romsey 
Rood, or a slab with the Crucifixion in St Dunstan’s, Stepney, 
were carved in an essentially Byzantine style. The Byzantine 
affinities of the York Madorma are again striking, and though 
less marked, the same is true of the ivories and the miniature 
paintings done after the Conquest. Professor G. F, Browne 
thus noted that the art of the beautiful books came to Britain 
from Byzantixitn.2 His conclusions have been subsequently 
borne out by further researches of a technical as well as a 
stylistic and iconographic character. Professor A. P. Lawrie, 
for example, states that the purpurea shellfish was used for the 
manufacture of pigment in Ireland, though otherwise it was 
only known in the Carolingian and Byzantine spheres. Actually, 
many of these Byzantine elements came to these islands by way 
of the continent, especially thanks to Carolingian and Ottonian 
influence. 

The close links that bound the Carolingian and the Byzantine 
cultures have already been noted. They were continued during 
the Ottonian period in much the same way ; indeed, they were 

1. In Ireland the model belonged to the eastern or Syrian iconograpfaical 
family, rather than to the Constantinopolitan, and the closest parallels are to 
be found in Cappadoda. See F. Henry, La Sculpture Irlandaise, Paris, 1533, 
especially pages 13, 14^, 163, 173, 175-, and 190. 

2. The AjKient Cross Shafts at Bewcastle and at Rathwell, Cambridge, 1916, 
p. IS, note. 



2^1 Byzantine Art 

probably intensified, for in addition to the exchange of em- 
bassies, Otto 11 ) actually married a Byzantine princess, 

Theophano. An ivory in the Cluny Museum in Paris, which 
depicts their coronation, is a direct, if somewhat clumsy, copy 
of a Byzantine rendering of the subject, where the coronation 
of Romanos and Eudoxia is showm (PL £i)\ there are other 
Ottoman ivories which are just as Byzantine in style as is this 
one in iconography. Indeed, it is likely that Theophano brought 
with her some Byzantine ardsts in addition to courtiers, and 
these men must have exercised a considerable influence on the 
subsequent development of Ottoman art. It is recorded that 
Otto HI (985^1002) consciously modelled the culture of his 
realm on that of Constantinople.^ 

Further to the south, the thoroughly Byzantine character of 
the art and culture of Venice and its neighbourhood exercised 
a fer-reaching effect on the rest of Italy, parts of the country 
taking on a renewed Byzantine apparel, at times almost as pure 
as that w^hich they had worn in the old days of Justinian and the 
exarchate of Ravenna. Even in those parts of Italy which were 
not so fully Byzantinized, craftsmen and artists from the eastern 
empire did a good deal of work; its nature has been fully 
exmnined by Frothingham, who had also studied the influence 
exercised by Byzantium on Rome in later medieval times.* He 
shows, for example, that the technique which is usually asso- 
ciated with the name of the Cosmati and which was developed so 
strikingly in Italy in the thirteenth century was actually derived 
from the Byzantine technique known as 'opus AlexandrinumL 

Outside the frontiers of Italy in the twelfth century it was 
probably in France that Byzantine influence was most to the 
fore. Thus a whole group of buildings in the south-west of that 
country show marked Byzantine characteristics, more especi- 
ally in the feet that they are roofed with domes. St Front at 
P^rigueux is the best known of them. It is probable that this 
church was modelled more or less directly upon St Markus at 

1. Sebimnberger, tpepie, i, p. 440. 

2, See his articles ‘%zantme Artists in Italy from die Sixdi to the Fifteenth 
Centoiy* and ‘ByTantine Art and Culture in Rome and Italy’, in American 
Journal Archaeology, DC, 1854, p. 32, and x, p. lyi. Sec also Diet and 
OemuSy fyzasstine Mosaics in Greece, p. 21. 



Bjzantium and the West 25’ 3 

Venice, and that the idea of the dome as roof form was also 
disseminated in the region thanks to the presence of Greek 
colonies in a ntimber of centres. There is not veiy much that 
can be directly attributed to Byzantium in the sculptures of 
this region, nor even in those of Provence or Burgundy, but the 
wall paintings of the latter region are often markedly east- 
Christian, notably those in the small church of Berze-la-Ville 
near Cluny and at Le Puy; it has even been suggested that the 
paintings at Cluny itself, which were preserved until the des- 
truction of the church soon after the French revolution, were 
the work of a Greek artist. Indeed, the wall paintings of France 
in the first half of the eleventh century can be divided into two 
principal groups, the one essentially native and Romanesque, 
the other markedly Byzantine in style. It is probable that the 
Byzantine influence, so far as it affected large-scale painting, 
penetrated by way of the abbey of Monte Cassino in Italy.^ 
Byzantine motife of decoration or forms of ornament which 
are sometimes to be found in the manuscripts or in architec- 
tural sculptures were, on the other hand, more probably copied 
directly from imported objects, more especially textiles. 
Eagle capitals, which are quite common, afford the most 
striking example of such a copying.* 

The Byzantine influence which is to be seen in early Roman- 
esque painting in France also seems to have penetrated to 
northern Spain, and work of the interesting Catalan school 
often appears to be linked with the east-Christian world. 
Paintings in the Leon and Valladolid regions are again often 
Byzantine in style, though their inscriptions are in Arabic. The 
eastern elements peitaps in this case penetrated by way of 
Sicily; Islamic art in Spain and Sicily had been closely linked 
for a century or more. 

In addition to such contacts as these, due to travelling 
artists, the copying of imported objects, or the movement of 
monks and the consequent transference of religious ideas, large- 
scale communication between the west and the Byzantine 

X. R. Gerard, Stir im Prieuri Benedictin de la roate dot Pileriaages^ Paris, 133 
p. 38. See also F. Merdcr, Les Primitijsfrangais, Paris, 1931, p. 45 - 

2, See Joan Eyans, Cltmiac Art the Romanesque Peri^f Cambridge, 

Hgs. 85^-8. 
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world was much increased after the eleventh centurj'. Thus 
the Byzantine empire and the west united to restore the Holy 
Sepulchre to Christendom, and in 1099 the first Crusade 
reached Jerusalem ; it was probably almost at exactly the same 
time that the interior of the third church of Cluny was being 
decorated with frescoes, which, as already stated, were in so 
Byzantine a style that they have been regarded as the work of a 
Greek craftsman. The majority of the western troops taking 
part in the crusade went thither by way of Constantinople, and 
a special and more than usually impressive senice was held in 
Sancta Sophia for the benefit of the members of the first cru- 
sade. Pilgrims and travellers followed in the steps of the mili- 
tary and they all brought back treasures and relics with them. 
Some fifty years later Louis VII, the leader of the second crusade 
was received by Manuel I (i 143-80) at the Blachemae Palace, 
and was sho'WTi most of the churches and treasures of Constan- 
tinople; he took back with him a niimber of treasures, notably 
silks, and some of his followers seem to have also taken Greek 
wives. In 1176 the friendly relationships 'which had been set 
on foot by this visit were cemented by the marriage of the 
Byzantine prince imperial Alexius, with Louis’s daughter, 
Agnes. She came to the throne as the queen of Alexius II, but 
survived him and married the next emperor, Andronicus I, 
whom she also survived, to become finally the wife of a Byzan- 
tine nobleman, Theodore Branas. 

All these links, which boded so well for future relationships, 
were, however, rudely shattered by the action of the fourth 
crusade, for instead of attacking the infidel, its members 
turned their energies towards the sack and looting of Constan- 
tinople. The richness of the treasures that were destroyed at 
this time was inconceivable ; it was ftr more considerable than 
the very large amount that was stolen and transported to the 
west, where it has since been preserved in the treasuries of 
nranerous churches and cathedrals, especially in that of St 
Mark’s at Venice.^ But though the Byzantine loot was prized, 
it was not copied in the same w'ay that the presents of ivory, 

X . Riant, Des DepoaiJles religieuses atleries A Constemtinaple aa treiziime sieclet 
Paris, i86r. Mem. de la Soc. des Ants, de la France, 4 feme s&ie. Tome VI. 
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metal, and textiles had been copied in the preceding centuries, 
for each region of the west had by now developed its own art 
to a stage where copying was no longer called for. And though 
in 1470 Louis XI sent for Greek and Italian workmen to manu- 
facture silks, the w^ork that they executed was more western 
than eastern. Moreover, with tihe advance of the Turks into 
Asia Minor, the wealth, the power, and the influence of the 
Byzantine world had become much restricted, and from the 
thirteenth century onwards the Moslem world began to replace 
the Byzantine as the fabulous home of the most gorgeous 
materials and the richest and most sumptuous objects. 

Even so, how^ever, the r 61 e of Bj'zantium was still not at an 
end. On the one hand, the ^vritings of the Greek philosophers 
were brought to the west from Bj'zantium at this time, to 
sen'e as the basis for a new age of philosophical study in the 
>vest.^ On the other, painting w'^as developed along rather new 
lines, and soon after the middle of the twelfth century, the 
second Byzantine Renaissance began to exercise an influence 
on developments in the west, which was finally to some 
degree responsible for the better-known Italian Renaissance 
of the fourteenth century. Here once more the influence is to 
be traced in several distinct ways, notably in iconography, in 
technique and colouring, and in style and interpretation. 
Similarities of iconography always constitute the most sure 
proof of contact, and Millet has examined in the minutest 
detail all the links from the thirteenth century onwards in his 
great book on the iconography of the Gospels. The thread led 
from the Byzantine world directly to Italy, and the works of 
Cixnabue (1276-1337), Duccio (c. 1260-1339), Cavallini 
(c, 1269-1344), and Giotto (1276-1337) show very strong 
Byzantine afj&nities, as do those of the numerous lesser well- 
known painters of the same period. And the influence is not 
only to be discerned in the work of the primitives ; it afiected 
ako many of the more developed painters of the quattrocento ; 
Mantegna may be cited as one of the most striking examples.* 

1. SandySi ^ Histoi^ of Clasical Scholazsbipf Cambridge, 1921, l, p. 5-61. 

2. Sec P. Schweiiiflirth, ‘Die Bedeutimg der byzantinischen Kimst flur die 
Stilbildung der Renaissance*, in Die Antike, DC, X935, Pt 2. 
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In addition to the influences exercised on Italian artists, the 
presence of Greek painters in Italy must also be noted. These 
men continued to produce more or less purely Byzantine works 
until the seventeenth century. Their vt^orks were, admittedly, 
not of the first importance, but they were quite often of quality, 
and their study constitutes a very interesting side-line in the 
history of art. The most important colony of these artists was at 
Venice, where they worked mainly for the members of the 
large Greek colony that was established there; many of their 
works are preserved in the church of St George of the Greeks 
in that city, but there are also examples in many of the larger 
Italian galleries, such as the Uffizi at Florence or the Vatican at 
Rome. In addition there w’as quite a flourishing Adriatic school, 
in the works of w^hich the style of Bellini was curiously mingled 
with that of later Byzantine painting. 

It is highly likely that the Greek painter Domenico Theoto- 
copoulos came into contact with the Greek artists working in 
Venice when he came to that city from his native Crete early 
in the last quarter of the sixteenth century. But there was 
nothing that he could learn from them, and it was rather to- 
wards the work of the great Venetian masters like Titian, 
Tintoretto, and Bassano that his g^e was directed. But when 
he had got to Spain he seems to have felt a strange nostalgia for 
his homeland and its art, and Byzantine elements once more 
began to come to the fore. Spain and its countryside, eclecti- 
cism, and the mystical philosophical speculations of his day 
perhaps exercised the most important influence on the develop- 
ment of his style, but the Byzantine basis was never forgotten, 
and he may feirly be classed not only as one of the last, but also 
as one of the greatest, of Byzantine painters. 

Such was, we believe, the Byzantine legacy. The Byzantine 
tradition was one of the fundamental elements at the basis 
of Carolingian, of Northumbrian, and of Ottoman art; its 
influence can be traced throughout medieval Europe and even 
in Spain and Ireland; it played a very important role in the 
formation of art in Saxon jEngland and in Germany; it was 
behind the work of the greatest early painters of Italy, and it 
was present even in the work of the Italian Renaissance. It 
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was Bj^ntium that consented art and culture throughout the 
‘dark ages’ ; it was Bj’zantium that made the development of 
European culture possible; it was Byzantium that served as a 
bulwark between the west and the rising power of Islam. Most 
striking of all, however, is perhaps the fact that it is to B^^zan- 
tium that our gaze now tends to turn for inspiration, enlighten- 
ment, and justification, and it is there that are to be found some 
of the most convincing parallels to the tentative strivings and 
abstract comprehensions of modem artists. A knowledge of 
Byzantine art and civilization is thus not only an iknportant 
study, a delight and an entertainment in itself; it is not only 
something which is essential towards the full understanding of 
European culture and history in the past ; but it can also help us 
to sjmpathize with the aims of artists of our own day and enable 
us, perhaps, to comprehend more easily the demands and ideas 
of this troubled age through which we are passing. 
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